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when almost all other evidence has been lost. This dissertation investigates the different visual strategies
deployed for illustrating the scene of the revelation of the Law and argues that the mahzorim,
contextualized within the pertinent liturgy and ritual practices, aided the Jewish communities of medieval
Ashkenaz in asserting their ongoing covenantal connections within their contemporary Jewish practice.
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ABSTRACT
COVENANTAL CONNECTIONS:
VISUALIZING MOSAIC LAW IN THE MIDDLE AGES
Abigail S. Rapoport
Dr. Sarah M. Guérin
This dissertation examines iconography related to the Mosaic covenant in Jewish and
Christian contexts of western Europe, specifically the regions of northern France and the
Holy Roman Empire from circa 1150 to 1348. While there is more than one covenant in
the Hebrew Bible, this project discusses the Mosaic covenant—ratified by the Tablets of
Law delivered to Moses and the Israelites at Mount Sinai—which holds essential concern
for both Jewish and Christian communities of the later Middle Ages. By situating the
imagery of the Mosaic covenant within internal developments pertinent to both
communities, this study illuminates how such covenantal iconography was intricately tied
to current concerns, shaped by matters of the day, and key to fashioning their respective
identities.

Building on and departing from past literature, this study focuses on how Jewish
communities in medieval Ashkenaz perceived themselves in relation to the Mosaic
covenant vis-à-vis their own internal communal developments, in dialogue with liturgical
practices. This study is the first to examine a corpus of six festival prayerbooks
(mahzorim) from medieval Ashkenaz, particularly the imagery and liturgy for Shavuot
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(“Festival of Weeks”), the holiday that commemorates the biblical event of Moses and
the Israelites receiving the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai.
Mahzorim, used by the Jewish communities in liturgical practice, furnish valuable
evidence for reconstructing a living tradition when almost all other evidence has been
lost. This dissertation investigates the different visual strategies deployed for illustrating
the scene of the revelation of the Law and argues that the mahzorim, contextualized
within the pertinent liturgy and ritual practices, aided the Jewish communities of
medieval Ashkenaz in asserting their ongoing covenantal connections within their
contemporary Jewish practice.
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Introduction
Lord, Where Will I Find You?
Lord, where will I find You?
Your place is remote and concealed.
And where will I not find You?
Your being fills the world.
Creator of All, You are in all that is small.
To the far You are near, to the near You are here.
An ark was Your home—so is heaven’s dome.
Its Hosts sing Your praises and You are host to their clan.
The spheres cannot hold You, but a room can.
Alone and known, above on Your throne,
You are closer to man than his own skin and bone.
His words proclaim that it was You who made him.
Who does not know You? Your yoke is his guide.
Who does not pray to You to provide?
I have longed for Your presence, I have called You in Your absence,
As I set out to greet You I have found you come to meet me:
In Your holiness I saw You, in the wonder of Your glory.
Yet who has not seen You, if ever he saw,
In skies that are silent, stars loud with awe?
Did You truly decide to reside in man’s midst?
O let him but trust in that, made out of dust,
Though You dwell in solitude, sacred and blessed!
The seraphs extol You from their supreme height:
They carry Your seat–and You, the world’s weight.1
The prominent poet, physician, and philosopher Judah ben Samuel ha-Levi (b. c.
1075, Toledo - d. 1141, Egypt) wrote this poem while living in Granada (present-day
Spain), where he experienced the precarious fragility of Jewish existence at that time. He
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I use the translation of this poem from Hillel Halkin, The Selected Poems of Yehuda Halevi
(New York: NextBook Press, 2011), poem no. 12.
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knew relative stability under Muslim rule in the first half of his life, but with the
Reconquista—the Christian reconquest of Spain from Muslim rule—came increasing
pressure on all non-Christians living in their territories. In the second half of his life,
Judah ha-Levi witnessed further the threatened position of Jewry in Iberia and more
broadly the persecution of Jewish communities throughout Christian Europe.2 In his
masterful poetry Judah ha-Levi conveys a visceral longing for emigrating to the Holy
Land. In “Lord, Where Will I Find You,” Judah ha-Levi longs for the presence of God.
He expresses the sublime paradox of God’s presence and absence: He is simultaneously
everywhere at once yet nowhere to be seen, concealed to human sight yet revealed in
every creature of the universe. As the Creator of everything, His presence is latent in the
“skin and bone” of man, closer to man than he is to himself. We cannot see or name His
presence in a visible, concrete, or knowable way. But His presence can be felt; we can
bask in God’s glory in His spiritual essence. Judah ha-Levi dreams of the tangible
presence of God in the Holy of Holies above the Ark of the Covenant—“Alone and
known, above on Your throne.” Yet in pondering God’s presence, he questions how the
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For more on Judah ha-Levi’s career and life see: Theodore L. Steinberg, Jews and Judaism in
the Middle Ages (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2008), 210-14; for a more general discussion on
Hebrew poetry in medieval Ashkenaz and Sepharad see 185-218; for a discussion on Judah haLevi see also: Kalman Bland, The Artless Jew: Medieval and Modern Affirmations and Denials of
the Visual (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 71-91. For themes of longing for the
Holy Land in Judah ha-Levi’s work see: Gilya G. Schmidt, “The Soul, God, and Zion in the Poetry
of Yehuda Halevi,” Mystics Quarterly 22, no. 4 (December 1996): 144-62. For context on Jews in
medieval Spain see: Vivian B. Mann, Thomas F. Glick, and Jerrilyn D. Dodds, eds., Convivencia:
Jews, Muslims, and Christians in Medieval Spain (New York: Georges Braziller, 1992); Marfa
Roa Menocal, The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, and Christians Created a
Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2002); Norman
Roth, Jews, Visigoths and Muslims in Medieval Spain (New York: E.J. Brill, 1994); and more
broadly see: Moshe Gil, Jews in Islamic Countries in the Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 2004).
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cherubim above the Ark of the Covenant can carry God’s weight when God carries the
weight of the world, and moreover, how God’s presence can reside in a “room” when
God’s dwelling transcends the universe itself—“heaven’s dome.”
This dissertation, “Covenantal Connections: Visualizing Mosaic Law in the
Middle Ages,” grapples with similar questions and sentiments that were so essential to
medieval diasporic Jewish communities. Departing from Judah ha-Levi’s influential
poetry and from the particular circumstances of medieval Jewry in Sepharad (literal
definition: Spain), I investigate Judah ha-Levi’s questions within the other major Jewish
center in medieval Europe: Ashkenaz—the region that comprised modern-day Germany
and northern France—a world quite different culturally, artistically, and socio-politically
from Judah ha-Levi’s medieval Sepharad. I look at the visualization of Judah ha-Levi’s
longing for God’s presence, which, in medieval Ashkenaz, I argue is evoked through the
imagery deployed in both the liturgy and in the prayerbooks designed to accompany these
rituals. The dissertation aims to reveal how the longing for God’s presence (Shekhinah)
from above the Ark of the Covenant nourished and challenged the spiritual practices of
Jewish communities living in medieval Ashkenaz.3 Where Judah ha-Levi dreamed of
seeing God’s presence within the Holy of Holies in the poetical word, I argue that the
longing for God’s presence and the desire for covenantal connections—the desire for
connection with the covenant established in the time of Moses—was visually expressed
and transferred to liturgical imagery used and cherished by Jewish communities living in
medieval Ashkenaz.
3

For literature on the Shekhinah within a medieval Ashkenazic context, see notes 452 and 463 in
Chapter Five.
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In this dissertation, I investigate how the biblical covenant—described throughout
Genesis and Exodus as a physical manifestation of a spiritual bond between God and
Israel or the community of Israelites—is visualized in the Middle Ages, specifically
through the lens of Mosaic law. Covenantal iconography, which I define in this project as
motifs centered on the biblical events depicting the reception of the Tablets of Law,
including God’s presence dwelling above the Ark of the Covenant, is my key concern.
Although pictures of Moses with the Tablets of Law and motifs imbued with covenantal
meanings can be seen throughout the history of art, at this very moment in twelfthcentury western Europe, establishing ties to the origins of Hebrew scriptures became a
crucial concern for both Christian and Jewish communities. Moreover, illustrating the
biblical episode of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law and related covenantal
iconography was a foundational vehicle through which both communities expressed a
contemporary relationship to the Mosaic covenant. The biblical episode is not directly
transposed onto the visual expressions of the later Middle Ages. Rather, the event is
interpreted differently in each community. Such translation of this iconography became
pertinent to (and sometimes also threatened) Christian-Jewish co-existence and identityformation at this moment. Each community sought to authenticate its own distinct
relationship to Mosaic law.
Through this framework, this dissertation tackles how the iconography centered
on the Mosaic covenant, especially within a Jewish context, illuminates the revitalization
of Jewish theology in the later Middle Ages, and demonstrates a critical re-forging of the
covenant in times of uncertainty. Before charting the path for answering this fundamental
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line of inquiry—the backbone of this project—it is necessary to understand the context of
medieval Ashkenaz, specifically the regional Jewish communities and the material
culture as well as related historiography pertinent to this dissertation.

Parameters of the Project: Borders and Boundaries of Medieval Ashkenaz (10961348)
This study is concerned with the medieval Jewish communities that lived in
northern Europe in what is now Germany and northern France during the twelfth to the
mid-fourteenth centuries [Fig. I-1]. Ashkenaz (typically translated from Hebrew as
“Germany”), which is the historiographic term to describe these regions in the Middle
Ages, encompassed not only the lands in modern France and Germany, the latter largely
co-extensive with the territories of the Holy Roman Empire, but also Eastern Europe,
notably after Jewish communities moved to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the
mid-seventeenth century following the Chmielnicki Massacres.4 Ashkenazic (also called
Ashkenazi) has now become a term to more generally describe Jewish descendants of

4

For recent literature on the borders of medieval Ashkenaz see: Michael Toch, “The Emergence
of the Medieval Jewish Diaspora(s) of Europe from the Ninth to the Twelfth Centuries, with
Some Thoughts on Historical DNA Studies,” in Regional Identities and Cultures of Medieval
Jews, eds. Javier Castaño, Talya Fishman, and Ephraim Kanarfogel (Liverpool: The Littman
Library of Jewish Civilization in association with Liverpool University Press, 2018), 21-35. See
also: Christoph Cluse, ed., The Jews of Europe in the Middle Ages (Tenth to Fifteenth Centuries):
Proceedings of the International Symposium held at Speyer, 20-25 October 2002, vol. 4 of
Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. Y. Hen (Turnhout: Brepols,
2004), 59-75; and Steinberg, Jews and Judaism in the Middle Ages, 105-26. For a discussion on
Jews and the Chmielnicki Massacres see: Nathan Hanover, The Abyss of Despair (Yeven
Metzulah): The Famous 17th Century Chronicle Depicting Jewish Life in Russia and Poland
during the Chmielnicki Massacres of 1648-1649 (London: Routledge, 1983). For an overview on
Jews in Eastern Europe see: Isaac Bartal, The Jews of Eastern Europe, 1772-1881, trans. Chaya
Naor (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021).
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central and eastern European Jews and to characterize a common liturgical rite and set of
laws.5
The cities comprising modern-day Germany and northern France that hold key
concern for this dissertation notably include Speyer, Worms, and Mainz, and other
related urban centers such as Cologne, Frankfurt, Wuerzburg, Nuremberg, and
Regensburg. The first Jews to settle in Ashkenaz lived in Speyer, Worms, and Mainz
(known by the acronym ShUM, standing for the first Hebrew letter of each of the three
cities) along the Rhine River. These three bishopric and cathedral cities formed a highly
significant Jewish community in the High and Late Middle Ages, specifically from the
end of the tenth through the mid-to-late fourteenth centuries. The cities became centers of
Jewish learning and attractive milieus of rabbinic culture. Such cities were responsible
for instituting legal rulings in Judaism that still apply today, known as takkanot
(enactments). Each city established a synagogue that served as the basis for the
community’s rich ceremonial life. The proximity of the cities to water, namely to the
Rhine River, played a key role in the ability of communities to construct essential ritual
bathhouses and facilitated the role of Jews in commerce within the region. In northern
France, the large Jewish community (a few hundred families) that lived in Paris and the
smaller communities living along the trade routes, were important in the development of
Ashkenazic Jewry and intellectual life. Moreover, a major impetus for Jews moving to

5

The term “Ashkenaz” is found in several places throughout the Hebrew Bible with different
connotations: it appears as the name of one of Noah's descendants (Genesis 10:3) and as a
reference to the kingdom of Ashkenaz in the form of the prophecy of Ararat and Minnai waging
war against Babylon. There, the term appears to be part of Asia, northwest of Palestine (Jeremiah
51:27); and in Chronicles 1:6, Ashkenaz describes the dwelling place of a descendant of Noah’s
son, Japhet.
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Europe—since the tenth century—was the closeness of these regions to waterways; they
were invited to settle in these cities because of their economic connections with the
Mediterranean and the Levant. Similar to the Jewry in the Rhineland regions of Germany,
Jewish communities in northern France formed thriving centers of rabbinic and talmudic
scholarship.6
This dissertation focuses on these regions of medieval Ashkenaz not because of
their precise geographical borders but because of their shared cultural milieus. Jews
living in the Rhineland regions of Germany and those in northern France were in close
contact and individuals would crisscross the region, traveling back and forth.
Communication among the Jewish communities living in the different parts of medieval
Ashkenaz is reflected in the religious literature of the period and in their shared
ceremonial rites.
The Jewish communities in medieval Ashkenaz thrived intellectually and
culturally, producing robust and innovative religious literature that is still influential
today. They were also part of, and contributed to, a shared urban milieu which saw socioeconomic growth and a cultural renaissance. Yet they were a minority culture—living as
guests, so to speak, in the Christian host culture of northern Europe. Their minority status
left Jewish communities vulnerable, and they were persecuted frequently for their
religious difference. Increasingly over the period I will study, from the twelfth to the
fourteenth centuries, Jewish communities were victimized because their effervescent
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The literature on this topic is vast. For connections between the regions, see notes 267 and 269
in Chapter One.
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religious culture was perceived as a threat to an “authentic” Jewish practice, one based
strictly on the Hebrew scriptures with no further innovations and therefore was
conceptualized as a threat to Christianity.
The Jews in medieval Ashkenaz endured violence in the form of the blood libels,
Talmud trials and burnings, and on-and-off expulsions in England and northern France.7
Moreover, deeply held xenophobic sentiments were fanned by the Crusade to the
Levant—where there were Jewish communities—and pogroms occurred as some armies
moved through western Europe. Moreover, Jews in medieval Europe suffered the harsh
legislation and mandates that curtailed their economic power and sought to highlight their
difference. Canon 68 of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) instituted that: “Jews and
Saracens of both sexes in every Christian province and at all times should be marked off
in the eyes of the public from other peoples through the character of their dress.”8
Theological tensions between Jews and Christians in the High and Late Middle Ages
coexisted with a shared cultural renaissance and socio-economic expansion in western
Europe. The Black Death in 1348 led to mass persecutions of Jews that obliterated
Ashkenazic Jewry from western Europe for centuries. That year, 1348, the abrupt end to

7

While England formed part of medieval Ashkenaz, it was not part of the same cultural milieu of
Jewish communities in what is now present-day Germany and northern France who were in
dialogue with one another and practiced similar customs. Moreover, the surviving Hebrew
illuminated manuscripts largely derive from the Holy Roman Empire, thus forming the main
material examined in this dissertation.
8
Peter Halsall, ed., The Canons of the Fourth Lateran Council, 1215, via Fordham University
Medieval Sourcebook, accessed March 24, 2022, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/
basis/lateran4.asp, Canon 68. For literature on the Fourth Lateran Council see note 92 in Chapter
One; in relation to Jews see: Mitchell Merback, ed., Beyond the Yellow Badge: Anti-Judaism and
Antisemitism in Medieval and Early Modern Visual Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2007), especially 129; for the Crusades see note 175 in Chapter One; and for the Talmud trials see note 215 in
Chapter One.
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the flourishing Jewish life in medieval Ashkenaz, marks the conclusion of the
chronological parameters for this dissertation.

Historiography: Jews and Christians in Medieval Ashkenaz
Scholarship on the co-existence of Jewish and Christian communities in medieval
Ashkenaz has shifted over the past two decades. Whereas earlier literature focused on
how Jews operated within their own intellectual sphere of piety movements, and were
seen as the “other” by dominant Christian communities, recent scholarship has
increasingly examined the history of medieval Jews and their practices in relation to their
Christian neighbors in order to identify shared aspects between the two communities. The
key question tackled in the literature on medieval Jews in Christian Europe is the extent
to which Christian practices influenced those of the Jewish communities coexisting in the
same region. Moreover, scholars have questioned whether the developments in Jewish
practice were necessarily related to contemporary Christian practice, or if there were
antecedents in Jewish culture (from Mesopotamia/Palestine) to explain those new
customs.9 While earlier scholarship emphasized the insular nature of the medieval
Ashkenazic Jewish community, recent literature has demonstrated a shift from the insular
approach to Jews in medieval Ashkenaz to tackling how Jews navigated influences from
Christian communities.10
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Recent scholars have adopted the approach that while Jews maintained their
distinctive culture, their cultural practices simultaneously show influences from their
Christian neighbors. Scholars even point out the close parallels in the rituals of both
communities. For example, Ivan Marcus has argued that “acculturation” certainly took
place in medieval Ashkenaz. Jews, moreover, “absorbed” influences from the Christian
communities living in the same regions. Marcus characterizes acculturation as
specifically an “inward acculturation,” which he defined in the Jewish context as:
…internalizing and transforming various genres, motifs, terms, institutions,
or rituals of the majority culture in a polemical, parodic or neutralized
manner… Jews absorbed into their Judaism aspects of majority culture and
understood the products to be part and parcel of their Judaism, and they
continued to think of themselves as being completely Jewish.11
Marcus asserts that the acculturation was shaped by Jewish communities; that is, they did
not passively take in Christian influences but rather actively fashioned their borrowings
to either invert them or to produce a polemical response. Moreover, according to Marcus,
Christian “influence” did not lessen the Jewishness of the Jewish community and its
practices.12 Marcus’ use of cultural anthropology in his examination of internal Jewish

Soloveitchik, “The Halakhic Isolation of the Ashkenazic Community,” in Collected Essays, ed.
Haym Soloveitchik (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2013), 31-38. For more
recent literature see: Ivan G. Marcus, “A Jewish-Christian Symbiosis: The Culture of Early
Ashkenaz,” in Cultures of the Jews: A New History, ed. David Biale (New York: Schocken
Books, 2002), 449-516; Jonathan Elukin, Living Together, Living Apart: Rethinking JewishChristian Relations in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); David
Malkiel, Reconstructing Ashkenaz: The Human Face of Franco-German
Jewry (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 30-43; David Berger, “A Generation of
Scholarship on Jewish-Christian Interaction in the Medieval World,” Tradition 38 (2004): 4-14;
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Antiquity and the Middle Ages, trans. Barbara Harshav (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2006), 135-256.
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Yale University Press, 1996), 11-12.
12
Marcus, 10-13.

11
ritual developments in medieval Ashkenaz offers a particularly productive approach for
this dissertation, in which I contextualize imagery in liturgical books made for Jewish
communities in medieval Ashkenaz within their distinct practices, some of which were
taking shape at that very moment.
Building on Marcus’ work, Elisheva Baumgarten demonstrates the “histoire
croisée” or “connected histories”—sources of commonalities and tension—for Christian
and Jewish communities in the High and Late Middle Ages.13 Baumgarten illuminates the
distinct aspects of Jewish culture in medieval Ashkenaz, while she also highlights how
Jewish communities were connected to their broader Christian environments, “entangled”
with them in both the positive and negative senses of the term.14 To underscore the
distinctions and affinities between the two communities, she specifically looks at
movements focused on religious piety occurring concurrently in Christian and Jewish
contexts. She describes the simultaneous developments as a “competitive piety” that
underpinned an essential concern with devotion to God across both communities.15
Drawing on Baumgarten’s scholarship, I investigate the Mosaic covenant as a source that
inspired—albeit in different ways—the liturgical art and spiritual experiences of both
communities; indeed, it became a source of shared artistic and theological inspiration as
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well as a source of heightened tension. This project, moreover, reveals how the Mosaic
covenant entangled Jewish and Christian communities in the later Middle Ages.
The coexistence of Jews and Christians has been thoughtfully (re)interpreted in
the past two decades by scholars such as Peter Schäfer, Talya Fishman, Joseph
Shatzmiller, and David Nirenberg, among others.16 These scholars identify the factors
shaping the shared but tension-imbued environments of Christians and Jews in the High
and Late Middle Ages as a means of better (and more accurately) understanding the
medieval Jewish community and Christian-Jewish relationships in the period. I adopt a
similar framework for investigating covenantal iconography in Jewish and Christian
contexts in the later Middle Ages. This project aims to reveal the distinctive customs of
medieval Ashkenazic Jewry, centered on the Mosaic covenant, expressed in the liturgy
and the imagery devised for prayerbooks. I simultaneously seek to underscore how
Jewish communities were influenced by concurrent Christian developments, and
moreover, how both Jews and Christians reconciled covenantal concerns with each
community’s internal and parallel developments.
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The (Surviving) Material World of Medieval Ashkenaz
The material evidence for investigating medieval Ashkenaz is not nearly as rich or
complete as the surviving literature from the period. Tragically, most monuments and
objects were destroyed by persecutions throughout history, and pieces of precious
metalwork melted down for monetary purposes during times of strife. There are,
moreover, even fewer manuscripts that survive from France than Germany because of the
Talmud trials in the first half of the thirteenth century (Chapter One). Thus the arguments
set forth in this dissertation are based on reconstructing the fragmented remains of a
distant past and putting together pieces of a puzzle based on a very small corpus of extant
visual and textual evidence. Together with texts and imagery, I consider the built spaces
of medieval Ashkenaz and examine the fragments that remain or that were reconstructed,
specifically those connected with the architecture and imagery of the Torah ark as it stood
in medieval synagogues.17 Vanishingly few synagogues come down to us intact.
Surviving structures include the synagogue in Prague (c. 1280), Erfurt (twelfth century
with changes during the fourteenth century), and Sopron, located on the border between
modern Hungary and Austria (c.1300). Others are known only through their foundations,
including the synagogue in Vienna (built c. 1250 with alterations/renovations until 1421),
and Regensburg (1227). In Speyer (1104) the eastern wall survives. In Worms the
synagogue (built 1174, with later additions) was destroyed on Kristallnacht (1938) and
reconstructed in 1961 based on archaeological plans and extant stones; and in
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Korneuburg in Lower Austria (fourteenth century), a ruin with four walls still stands
today.18 I utilize the physical evidence of the above-mentioned synagogues to paint a
picture of how the Torah (also called the Pentateuch)—the first five books of the Hebrew
Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy)—was framed and stored
in medieval Ashkenaz and to argue that the imagery and liturgy in the folios in the
mahzorim under study echo the appearance and function of the Torah ark itself.
The corpus of extant Jewish ceremonial objects (Judaica) from medieval
Ashkenaz is even slimmer than that of surviving synagogues. Vivian Mann identified the
medieval pieces of Judaica from Ashkenaz that have nearly miraculously survived.19
These objects include Jewish ceremonial objects in hoards buried around the time of the
Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century, which will be discussed in the Conclusion to
this dissertation. Discovered throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these
troves were located in Erfurt, Colmar, and Weissenfels within close proximity to
synagogues or within the Jewish quarter. 20 Yet among the many coins, beakers, and rings
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unearthed, only a few pieces were unambiguously made for Jewish ritual use; most pieces
were likely utilitarian. Other notable and exceptionally rare examples of Judaica—from
the Holy Roman Empire and produced in the fourteenth century—include: a copper alloy
Hanukkah lamp [Fig. I-2]; a copper alloy Sabbath/Festival Lamp [Fig. I-3]; two
aquamanilia with Hebrew inscriptions signaling their use as ritual handwashing vessels
[Figs. I-4 and I-5]; a double cup possibly used for Jewish ritual [Fig. I-6] based on the
coat of arms adopted by a Jewish family; and a set of Kiddush (ceremonial blessing over
wine) cups consisting of five nested beakers that were discovered at Kutna Hora in
Bohemia [Fig. I-7].21 Several writings from medieval Ashkenaz mention the use of Torah
ornaments—objects that adorn and protect the ritual text—but those pieces no longer
survive.22
In contrast to the sparse Jewish ceremonial objects from medieval Ashkenaz,
lavish Hebrew illuminated manuscripts have fortunately survived in relatively greater
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number from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries—although the corpus is still small.23
Such sumptuous and expensive liturgical manuscripts demonstrate the importance of the
art for Jewish ritual at that time.24 The first Hebrew illuminated manuscript to survive is a
fragment of a Pentateuch from Egypt (First Leningrad Bible, Egypt?, c. 929) [Fig. I-8].
Decorated books from the region continued to be produced through the subsequent
centuries. Similar to Islamic manuscript decoration, books produced in the Middle East
did not include images of living beings in accordance with the Second Commandment. In
contrast, the lavishly decorated Hebrew illuminated manuscripts from medieval
Ashkenaz show extensive figural and narrative imagery as do Christian books produced
in the 1230s in France, German regions, and what is now present-day Italy. The earliest
manuscript to survive from the period of Jewish settlement in Ashkenaz is a copy of
Rashi’s commentary on the Bible (Wuerzburg, Germany, 1232-1233) [Fig. I-9]. 25 The
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seventeen narrative miniatures in that manuscript, which function as frontispieces for
each book, are rendered in a stylistic vocabulary consonant with contemporaneous art of
the Holy Roman Empire. Hebrew illuminated manuscripts vary greatly in their overall
iconographic programs, decorative techniques, and compositional layouts.26 Images could
be a direct translation of liturgical texts into pictorial form, while other iconographic
programs could reflect ancient midrashic commentary or contemporary Jewish
concerns—or, indeed, an innovative combination of both approaches.27 Because of the
distinct characteristics of Hebrew script, there are consistencies across manuscripts in the
decoration of the text. That is, the isolated, decorative initial letter so often historiated in
Christian manuscripts is replaced with initial word panels in Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts [Fig. I-10]. The decorative Hebrew square script was typically used, and it
was common to extend letters into the decoration, specifically to embellish the text with
elongated ascenders and descenders. In terms of the materiality of the manuscript, most
Hebrew illuminated manuscripts were written and decorated on sheepskin parchment, but
other animal skins were also used.28
Hebrew manuscripts were not necessarily illustrated by Jewish artists; there is
evidence that Christian artists created the illustrations in Hebrew manuscripts.29 Either
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Christian or Jewish, typically the artisans who produced these manuscripts are not known
to us. Some colophons indicate that a Jewish artist decorated it, while others specify a
Christian artist, but most of the time an artist’s name is not indicated in the colophon.30 In
contrast, the scribe’s name is frequently mentioned, as is sometimes the name of the
vocalizer responsible for placing cantillation marks for the proper pronunciation. The
production of Hebrew illuminated manuscripts was a team effort, involving scribe, artist,
and patron. It is not surprising, then, that identifying the individual responsible for
designing the iconographic program is not always straightforward. But we can assume,
based on the content of the images and the collaborative nature of the work, that even if a
Christian artist was responsible for the painting, a Jewish patron or scribe participated to
some extent in outlining the iconographic program. Moreover, recently, scholars, notably
Sarit Shalev-Eyni, have highlighted various collaborations between Christian artists and
Jewish scribes, including the possibility of Jewish scribes active in Christian
workshops.31 The scribe was largely responsible for the manuscript, and he would have
decided, perhaps in consultation with the patron, the amount of space to be left blank for
the illustrations. The artist, if Christian, was working on a manuscript in an unfamiliar
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language and would have needed extensive guidance from the scribe.32 We also know of
Latin instructions written by the Jewish scribe for the Christian artist, dictating the
placement and content of the illustrations throughout the text.33 The issue of whether the
illuminator was Christian or Jewish and whether the details of the imagery were
conceived by the scribe, artist, or Jewish patron—and the degree to which those details
reflect Christian symbolism—is not of key concern for this dissertation. Rather, this
project is concerned with how the given illustration or motif would have been received
and interpreted by the Jewish communities of medieval Ashkenaz, and how it would have
been integrated within their rituals and liturgies. I am more concerned with reception than
production.
Hebrew illuminated manuscripts include Bibles, mahzorim (festival prayerbooks),
haggadot (ritual texts for the Passover seder), as well as a range of law compilations and
miscellanies. Haggadot were private books; they were produced for individual families to
use at the Passover seder. Most of the haggadot from medieval Ashkenaz are from
southern Germany and were produced in the fifteenth century; their widespread
production has been interpreted as anticipating the mass market of print culture.34 The
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decoration of haggadot exhibits vernacular visual culture in their unrefined imagery,
especially compared to that of the mahzorim and Bibles. Bibles, with the earliest
surviving example (the Ambrosian Bible) from 1236-38 [Fig. I-11] and likely
commissioned for an individual patron, could have been produced either for individual
use or for services in the synagogue. Moreover, Bibles or portions of the Bible from
medieval Ashkenaz did not follow a standard size; they ranged from quite large like the
above-mentioned Ambrosian Bible (45.3 x 34.3 cm) [Fig. I-12] to significantly smaller
like the Regensburg Pentateuch (24.5 x 18.5 cm) (c. 1300, Regensburg, Bavaria) [Fig. I13]. Here, in the Regensburg Pentateuch, the decorative program marks the beginning of
each book of the Pentateuch, acting as its frontispiece. The opening page of each book is
decorated with an initial panel embellished with the first word of the book above and
typically depicted narrative imagery related to the text of the biblical book below.35
Mahzorim are a manuscript type that developed and flourished in the Rhineland in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. They are unique works of liturgical art that reveal
much about a community and its rituals at a particular time and place.36 As codices
comprised of festival prayers for the Jewish year, mahzorim were integral to the practice
of Jewish customs and ceremonies in the Middle Ages. Given their large size and heavy
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weight, mahzorim were almost always intended for synagogue use, fit for a synagogue
lectern for reading by the cantor.37 While not always produced by a Jewish illuminator,
all these books were intended for Jews, especially for the cantor leading the prayer in the
synagogue—even though we have evidence that the manuscripts were owned by private
(wealthy) families and loaned to the synagogue for holidays.38 Mahzorim are important
artistic vectors and documents for investigating Jewish rituals and communal identities in
medieval Ashkenaz.
Mahzorim from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries produced and used in
medieval Ashkenaz form the main material evidence for this dissertation.39 Mahzorim
contained iconographic schemes that became standard for the holidays. For example, the
section for the liturgies of Rosh Hashana was typically decorated with a scene of the
binding of Isaac [Fig. I-14] to illustrate the Torah reading (Genesis Chapter 22) for the
High Holiday. For Shavuot (“the Festival of Weeks”), the main subject of this
dissertation, the imagery focuses on the revelation of the Law or Moses receiving and
delivering the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai, because the holiday specifically
commemorates the biblical episode of the Israelites receiving the Ten Commandments
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during the same timeframe—on the sixth and seventh day of the Hebrew month of Sivan
(in May or June in the Gregorian calendar).40 In Ashkenazic mahzorim, the imagery of
Moses and the Tablets of Law decorates a piyyut (a liturgical poem) called Adon Imnani
(“The Lord Raised Me”), which is read during the morning liturgy (yozer) on the first day
of the two-day holiday of Shavuot as observed in the Diaspora.41 This project examines
the liturgy and accompanying imagery that appear on the folios presenting the Adon
Imnani piyyut. The speaker of the poem is the personified Torah—a female companion of
God—prepared by God to be given to the Israelites at Mount Sinai as their primary guide
and as a special gift from God. In the poem, she elucidates the significant role the Law
plays for the Israelites as the foundation and basis for Jewish life.
The mahzorim investigated in this dissertation are: the Worms Mahzor (1272) and
the Laud Mahzor (c. 1260) from the Nuremberg-Wuerzburg-Worms region
(“Franconia”); the Dresden Mahzor (c. 1290) from southwest Germany (probably
Esslingen); the Tripartite Mahzor (c. 1322) from southern Germany (Lake Constance),
the Leipzig Mahzor from Worms (c. 1310) as well as the little-known Parma Mahzor
from western Germany (c. 1250-1300).42 Like most of the surviving Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts, these mahzorim date from the end of the thirteenth to the early fourteenth
centuries. The production of such large-scale liturgical manuscripts for Ashkenazic
Jewish communities abruptly and tragically ended with the outbreak of the Black Plague
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and the beginning of bloody pogroms against Ashkenazic Jewish communities during the
mid-fourteenth century.
For Adon Imnani, the piyyut here under study, the chosen scene focuses on the
core biblical moment of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai and
delivering them to the Israelites. Even though the scene was the preferred iconography
for the Shavuot liturgy, significant variations occur between one mahzor and the next,
including narrative nuances, such as: the juxtaposition of contemporary events with the
biblical ones, thus heightening the moment of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law; the
setting; choice of motifs in relation to the text; and the compositional relationship
between Moses and the Tablets of Law/Torah and the Israelites/contemporary Jewish
figures. I argue throughout this dissertation that such differences among the images in the
mahzorim highlight contemporary liturgical practices and internal developments around
the holiday of Shavuot as practiced in medieval Ashkenaz, thus revealing how medieval
Ashkenazic communities shaped their covenantal connections. While the momentous
biblical episode is captured in other Ashkenazic prayerbooks produced throughout the
thirteenth and early-fourteenth centuries, such as the haggadot discussed briefly in
Chapter Two, I focus my attention on the scene as depicted in mahzorim because the
connection to covenantal transfer, as demonstrated in this dissertation, was heightened on
Shavuot in medieval Ashkenaz.
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State of the Field: Medieval Hebrew Illuminated Manuscripts and “Jewish Art”
Attempting to review the robust literature on the vast and complex topic of
“Jewish art” would take another dissertation. Instead, in this brief section I intend to
underscore how the field of medieval Hebrew illuminated manuscripts developed in the
context of broader approaches to Jewish art and to highlight key initial concerns that
underpin early associations of Judaism with art.43 The seeds for the scholarly field of
Hebrew illuminated manuscripts were planted with the splendid medieval Sarajevo
Haggadah (Aragon, c. 1320-1335) [Fig. I-15]. After the National Museum of Sarajevo
purchased it, scholars from Vienna—Julius von Schlosser and David H. Müller—
published an extensive study on the manuscript in 1898, which formed the first real
scholarly study of a Hebrew illuminated manuscript. In it, the authors argue for a specific
date and region of the manuscript, dating it to the thirteenth century and localizing it to
Iberia.44 The facsimile included a supplemental essay on the history of Jewish art by
Rabbi Dr. David Kaufmann. The article contextualized the Sarajevo Haggadah within
other haggadot of the period, and significantly it was the first essay that attempted to
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define Jewish art, even to acknowledge its existence.45 Importantly, the study not only
drew attention to Hebrew manuscripts—which until that point and throughout the
nineteenth century had merited only a few lines in catalogues raisonnés—but it revealed
two opposing approaches to Jewish art, both positive and negative perceptions of it.
The theories that rejected the existence of Jewish art, or that art could be made for
Jewish communities, were based in the notion that Judaism was essentially an aniconic
religion and culture; it was fundamentally anti-image.46 The prevalent belief that Judaism
was inherently aniconic stemmed from the Second Commandment prohibiting the
making of “graven images.” The full verses—including the First Commandment—read:
You shall have no other gods besides Me. You shall not make for yourself a
sculptured image, or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth
below, or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve
them. For I the Lord your God am an impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the
parents upon the children, upon the third and upon the fourth generations of those
who reject Me, but showing kindness to the thousandth generation of those who
love Me and keep My commandments. (Exodus 20:3-6).47
The commandment against making a “graven image” is largely concerned with the
making of idols of other gods, rather than the production of two-dimensional images
generally. Yet nevertheless, art—narrative and symbol-based—still can be seen in the
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early Jewish context within ancient and medieval art. Tragically, much of the material
witness to such image-making practices, like the Jewish communities themselves, has
been destroyed in wars and persecutions over the intervening millennia.
Kaufmann, who was one of the first scholars to study Jewish art and to collect it,
did not define the field by geography and instead viewed it through the lens of religion
alone. He wrote about Jews as artists and discusses a notion of continuity in Jewish art.
By acknowledging Jewish art, he insisted that it existed, and in doing so, argued against
the scholars of his generation who rejected the possibility of the existence of a field
called Jewish art.48 In contrast, pejoratively, Schlosser did not think there could be such a
field, rejecting the existence of Jewish art because Judaism did not have a culture or fixed
region of its own. He writes:
Just like these Jews themselves, one of the most constant and yet mobile races on
earth has adopted language and custom from its fellow citizens in whose midst it
lives unmixed and stationary…. Its peculiar suppleness, the talent for emulation
[“Anempfindung”] is already conspicuous in the earliest monuments of its artistic
activity; being of extremely recreative rather than creative disposition, it has never
been able to develop an independent language of forms and has never gone
beyond skillful imitation.49
According to Schlosser, Jews in the Diaspora, always a minority, lacked creativity and
the artistic sensibility to create or appreciate art. That Schlosser was influenced by the
deeply antisemitic climate of his time is undeniable.
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Two frameworks elucidate the nineteenth-and twentieth-century scholarship that
argued against a particularly Jewish art: first, the Hegelian notion of the Volksgeist
(national spirit) and aniconism. Regarding the former, Eva Frojmovic, in her volume that
addresses and challenges early scholarship on Jewish art, discusses how pioneers in the
field of Jewish art in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—whether
knowingly or not—furthered the nationalist model prevalent in the early historiography
of the field of Art History.50 Through the Hegelian lens of culture and Zeitgeist as
attached to nationhood and geography, Jewish art could not exist because Judaism did not
have a Jewish state at that point. By arguing for Jewish art based on the identity of a
people, Frojmovic suggests that the early scholarship on Jewish art unwittingly reinforced
racist structures that were part of the early development of French and German Art
History.51
Jewish and non-Jewish scholars alike followed the Hegelian notion of the
Volksgeist in arguing against the existence, or even possibility, of a Jewish art. To cite a
few of these scholars: the famous Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz (1817-1891) claimed
that because of the Jewish Volksgeist, Jews could not possess or demonstrate any talent in
the arts. Moreover, he differentiated between the seeing of paganism and the orality of
Judaism in relation to God; he wrote in 1846: “Paganism sees its god; Judaism hears
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Him.”52 Judaism was thus limited in the lack of visual capacities associated with it.
Richard Wagner (1813-1883) asserted that Jews never contributed and could never
contribute to art.53 Even Cecil Roth (1899-1970), the notable Jewish art historian, noted:
“The conception of Jewish Art may appear to some a contradiction in terms.”54 Whether
the discussion was about the Jew as an artist or centered on the Jews possessing an
appreciation of aesthetic or creative capacities, the nineteenth-and twentieth-century
scholars for the most part rejected the idea that art belongs in Judaism.
A key turning point in the historiography of Jewish art, in addition to the study on
the Sarajevo Haggadah, was the 1932 excavations of the third-century Dura Europos
synagogue in modern Syria, whose walls were discovered to be filled with remarkable
narrative images of the Bible [Fig. I-16].55 Dura Europos synagogue frescoes soon
entered nearly every art history textbook and the narrative images facilitated a real
association of Late Antique Judaism with visual art. Yet scholars of Jewish art were still
occupied with questions related to aniconism, and in their discussions of the Dura
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Europos synagogue illustrations, they proposed reasons to try to justify the existence of
elaborate figural and narrative imagery in a Jewish context.
For this dissertation, the Dura Europa illustrations are important, because, aside
from accelerating the study of Jewish art, the imagery deployed key symbols in Jewish
art related to the Temple, the Temple implements, and to the covenantal line from
Abraham to the construction of the Temple. The iconographic scheme thus not only
revealed the existence of figural Jewish imagery, but moreover witnessed a sophisticated
iconography for articulating the relationship of the synagogue with Temple worship and
related covenantal themes. Nostalgia for the lost Temple was already expressed at Dura
Europos, especially in the arch above the Torah niche as will be examined in Chapter
Five. Yet, like recent scholarship on medieval Jewish art, discussed in the next section, I
highlight the novelty of the illuminations for Jewish liturgical use and demonstrate how
the covenantal concerns articulated therein were unique to the current practices of
medieval Ashkenaz, even though they employ a vocabulary similar to that of Dura
Europos.
The scholarship on Dura Europos and on Sephardic medieval Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts was deeply influenced by the scholarship of the leading Byzantinist Kurt
Weitzmann (1904-1993).56 Weitzmann’s approach became prevalent in art history—
particularly for early Christian art—and impacted Hebrew manuscript studies and Jewish

56

See for example: Kurt Weitzmann, “The Illustration of the Septuagint,” and “The Question of
the Influence of Jewish Pictorial Sources on Old Testament Illustration,” in Studies in Classical
and Byzantine Manuscript Illumination, ed. Herbert Kessler (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1971), 45-75; 76-95.

30
art more generally.57 Weitzmann believed that art making was strongly conservative,
especially book illumination, and so the art made in the Middle Ages necessarily had a
pictorial source. He held to this notion even when such a source no longer existed. It was
the art historian’s role to reconstruct lost prototypes from extant copies, and thus
construct genealogies of images—something akin to the work philologists accomplished
with textual recensions. According to this mode of thinking, early Christian art must have
relied on a now lost corpus of Jewish narrative imagery, possibly an illuminated
Pentateuch, and at a date preceding Dura Europos.58 While in some contexts this
methodology bore fruit, fatefully it did not take into account the immediate context of the
work, and privileged continuity over innovation. In always assuming that Jewish art
borrowed from earlier sources external to the given image, the methodology did not
acknowledge the novelty and creativity of medieval art.
Weitzmann’s methodology influenced the next generation of scholars on Hebrew
illuminated manuscripts, including Weitzmann’s students, Bezalel Narkiss (1926-2008),
Cecil Roth (1899-1970), and Joseph Gutmann (1923-2004), among others.59 In Bianca
Kühnel’s critical examination of this approach, she describes the relationship as a “one-
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way street;” with Jewish art being described as the “giver” and Christian art
acknowledged as the “taker.”60 Christians, moreover, took from Jews but it was not
symbiotic; as a model it replicated Christian modes of supersessionist thinking. When
there were clear resemblances between Christian and Jewish images, any Hebrew Bible
scene found in Christian art [Fig. I-17] needed to have a source from Jewish art as its
precedent [Fig. I-18], which was fulfilled in the Christian antecedent.61
This methodology was prominent in the study of Hebrew illuminated manuscripts
up until the 1990s with scholars such as Kurt and Ursula Schubert, Gabrielle Sed-Rajna,
and others still focusing on the connection between the image and its derivation.62 In the
past two decades, and with the turn to social art history, the genealogical or philological
approach has been rejected.63 Instead, experts on Hebrew illuminated manuscripts have
increasingly analyzed the immediate social context of the manuscript. Questions of
patronage, function, reception, and identity were increasingly considered in relationship
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to the given manuscript. Part of critically examining the context of the manuscript was
engaging with Christian and contemporary Jewish influences in terms of the manuscript’s
decorative schemes and motifs.
This new approach is highlighted in the work of Kühnel; she shows how
Weitzmann’s suppositions of Christian art deriving from Jewish art, rather than a
reciprocal exchange is, in fact, flawed, and instead she suggests a more balanced
relationship. Moreover, she argues for “a dialogue of constantly shifting directions
between Jewish and Christian art,” with motifs for both having been illustrated since late
antiquity. This view is rooted in the notion of cultural exchange, rather than
unidirectional cultural influences, which suggested a narrow view of a one-way
relationship.64
Beginning with the work of Joseph Reider (1884-1960) in 1942, art historical
literature on medieval Christian-Jewish relationships began investigating anti-Jewish
iconography in Christian imagery, exploring the Jew as the other in medieval Christian
art.65 Bernard Blumenkranz (1913-1989) delivered a series of talks on the subject of Jews
and Judaism in medieval art.66 Wolfgang Seiferth (1899-1969) continued this mode of
scholarship.67 Michael Camille (1958-2002) tackled questions of otherness in medieval
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Christian art. He argued that Christian art produced images that were anti-Jews (as well
as Muslim, and heretics) as a means of projecting internalized fears about idolatry and
anxieties about the status of its own images. According to Camille, the representations of
“others”—including Jews—were pernicious products of Christian imagination.68 A turn
in the literature focused newly on representations of Jews and Judaism in not only
Christian art but also in Jewish art. This research can be seen in Ruth Mellinkoff’s (19242011) scholarship, in which she investigates signs of anti-Jewish sentiments in medieval
art, even asserting that there were anti-Jewish images in Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts—notably the representation of the bird-headed Jewish figures—and that
such iconographic schemes were produced by Christian artists as part of a purposefully
anti-Jewish agenda.69
Within this avenue of exploration, recent literature by scholars such as Mitchell
Merback have problematized the approach that images of Jews and Judaism in Christian
art were inherently anti-Semitic, and instead argues that they demonstrated ambivalence
as well as more complicated narratives.70 Sara Lipton too moves away from viewing
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Jewish imagery as created and expressed for purely anti-Jewish and polemical agendas.
Instead, Lipton seeks to understand the structures and the contemporary Christian
concerns, that motivated such depictions, and how the images of Jews and Judaism
contributed to the identity-formation of medieval Christian communities.71 For example,
in her more recent book—Dark Mirror: The Medieval Origins of Anti-Jewish
Iconography—Lipton examines Jewishness and Judaism through the angle of vision and
seeing, challenging previous notions that highlighted how the Jew was depicted as blind
and arguing for changing notions of Jews and vision in the twelfth century, as
contextualized within Christian internal developments.72
Following in the steps of Merback and Lipton, I investigate what covenantal
iconography looked like for Christians and Jews in the later Middle Ages and what it says
about each community’s internal developments and contemporary concerns. I am
similarly attuned to the representations of Jews and Judaism in the later Middle Ages, but
specifically via representations of the Mosaic covenant in both Christian and Jewish
contexts, that is, in images produced for both Christian and Jewish use. In so doing, I do
not attempt to identify sources or precedents—Christian or Jewish—for the formation of
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the covenantal imagery. Rather, I explore the differences between the pictures of
Moses/the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law to reveal differing approaches to the
Mosaic covenant in relation to each community’s identity. The project highlights how the
Mosaic covenant was instrumental to the respective community’s identity and how it was
intertwined with contemporary matters for each community, including developments
distinct to Christians and Jews separately, along with shared cultural backdrops of the
two communities.
Recent scholarship in medieval Jewish art has shifted from investigating
representations of Jews and Judaism in depictions intended to be viewed and interpreted
by Christians to focusing on imagery made for Jews and used within Jewish liturgy—the
construction of self-identity. Scholars on medieval Hebrew illuminated manuscripts,
notably Katrin Kogman-Appel, Sarit Shalev-Eyni, Marc Michael Epstein, and Eva
Frojmovic (among many others), have examined the historical and cultural backdrop of
the production and use of manuscripts, contextualizing them within internal ritual
developments. Such scholarship has become increasingly interdisciplinary with threads of
cultural anthropology and religious studies woven into art historical literature. Most
recently, scholarship has focused on the phenomenological aspects of medieval Hebrew
illuminated manuscripts. The multi-sensory approach to Hebrew manuscripts can be seen
in the work of Shalev-Eyni, who focuses on the aural dimensions of manuscripts and
rituals, as well as in the work of Adam Cohen who discusses the five senses as
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contributing to the formation and reception of the iconographic programs in medieval
haggadot.73
Particularly relevant to this dissertation is the work of Kogman-Appel and
Epstein. Kogman-Appel, in her monograph on the Leipzig Mahzor [Fig. I-19] reveals
how one manuscript, produced for the Worms community circa 1310, is intricately tied to
its context in medieval Ashkenaz and serves as a “self-portrait” of a specific
community’s distinctive ideals, cultures, and practices.74 She asks how the mahzor and
the liturgy narrated within it reveal the cultural and religious identity of the erudite Pietist
community in Worms that participated in the theological movements simultaneously
occurring elsewhere in medieval Ashkenaz. She considers the mystical aspects of prayer
widely discussed in the writings of the Pietist movement, revealing how the Leipzig
Mahzor uniquely expresses such concerns and how the iconographic program would have
been received by medieval Jewish worshippers apprised of current theological
discourses.75
Epstein and Frojmovic have similarly focused on how images of Jews in books
used by Jews contributed to Jewish self-perception and identity-formation. Epstein, in
particular, demonstrates how images in a Jewish context reconciled their Jewish culture
and traditions, with and from, the surrounding host culture.76 Epstein understands the
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haggadah’s narrative imagery, exemplified in an Ashkenazic context with the Bird’s
Head Haggadah (c. 1300, southern Germany) [Fig. I-20]—to be discussed further in
Chapter Two—as encouraging the medieval user to actively and viscerally remember the
Exodus story by exploring how the motifs and themes depicted in the imagery played a
role in the contemporary Passover ceremonial experience. Epstein’s analysis of the
medieval Hebrew illuminated manuscript as a performative object is particularly resonant
for this dissertation. I seek to understand how the mahzor would have aided, together
with liturgy, in the visualization of God’s presence in prayer. I also similarly focus on
reception more than intention in this dissertation and contextualize the mahzorim within
the framework of the Pietist movement active in medieval Ashkenaz. Building on these
approaches, the project demonstrates how Ashkenazic Jewish communities would have
interpreted the imagery and liturgy for Shavuot and how the mahzorim, aside from
expressing the spiritual meaning of the holiday, would have facilitated their reimagining
of the central event that solidified their bonded relationship to God and that continued to
define their covenantal connection in their contemporary Jewish practice.
The Mosaic Covenant in the Hebrew Bible
There is more than one covenant in the Hebrew Bible: the “universal” covenant
after the Flood in the time of Noah (Genesis 9); the Abrahamic covenant with Abraham
and his descendants (Genesis 15); the Davidic covenant (1 Samuel 16); and the covenant
discussed by Jeremiah (Jeremiah 31: 32-34).77 This project discusses the Mosaic
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covenant, which held essential concern for both Jewish and Christian communities of the
High and Late Middle Ages. The imagery related to the covenant, notably the Tablets of
Law with the Ten Commandments within the Ark of the Covenant housed in the
Tabernacle/Temple, encapsulates “covenantal iconography,” as used throughout this
dissertation. I refer to the covenant as both the physical contract received at Mount Sinai
and the spiritual covenant (manifested in the physical one) as the relationship between
God/Christ and Israel/the Church.
The highlights of the Mount Sinai story can be summarized in the following key
scenes of the Mosaic covenant: after finally escaping Egypt, then enduring circuitous
wanderings in the desert, the people heard from God through Moses: “If you will obey
Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all the
peoples” (Exodus 19:5). The verse continues with the response—a legal, contractual
assent—of the Israelites: “All that the Lord has spoken we will do!” (Exodus 19:8). To
demonstrate covenantal proof, God appeared to the Israelites in the form of a fiery
presence rising from the top of Mount Sinai. Frightened by the sublime sight, the
Israelites requested that Moses act as liaison between themselves and God. Forty days
later, Moses returned to Mount Sinai with the Ten Commandments in hand, equipped to
deliver and seal the covenant between God and Israel. Yet, upon seeing the Israelites
worshipping a golden calf and sinning against God, Moses shattered the Tablets of Law.
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After forgiving the Israelites, God granted Moses a second set of tablets—which Moses
was obligated to carve instead of receiving whole—to (re)deliver to the Israelites.
The events around the Mosaic covenant are far more complex and detailed than
described above. The Mosaic covenant spans almost all five books of the Hebrew Bible
and takes place over the course of forty years. This dissertation does not seek to examine
all the different episodes encapsulating the deliverance of the Mosaic covenant but to
provide instead a framework for the related biblical moments. The story begins with the
arrival of the Israelites at the foot of Mount Sinai (Exodus 19), where they set up camp in
front of the mountain in the desert of Sinai. Importantly, the Israelites had been led to the
wilderness of Sinai from Egypt (“on the first day of the third month”) by the presence of
God, that is by a cloud during the day and fire during the night (Exodus 13:21). God
commanded Moses to ascend the mountain to receive instructions for the covenant that
he would deliver to the Israelites (Exodus 19:24). God told Moses that He would make
the Israelites a holy nation, distinct from other nations if the Israelites accept God’s
commandments and covenant. Moses gathered the Elders and Israelites together to relay
God’s message. Without even hearing the commandments, the Israelites accepted and
promised to obey God’s commandments (Exodus 19: 1-8).
The climactic moments that form the focal point of the mahzorim under study in
this dissertation begin to unfold in Exodus 20, when God delivers the Ten
Commandments to Moses in an awe-inspiring sight, filled with sublime light and sound.
This is the moment when the Israelites hear the Decalogue uttered against a backdrop of a
mountain filled with clouds, thunder, and lightning. The Ten Commandments are not
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delivered in full, but as Ten Words, a sampling, so to speak, of the extended Ten
Commandments (Exodus 19:9–20:14). At this point, the Israelites are fearful and beg
Moses to speak to God on their behalf. The Israelites stand at a distance from Mount
Sinai—at the foot of it—while Moses ascends back to the summit, to the thick cloud
where he meets God (Exodus 20:15-18) and receives the laws in a lengthy speech
(Exodus 20:19-23:19). Moses descends the mountain to transmit the laws orally to the
Israelites, and that evening Moses writes down the laws. The following day the covenant
is sanctioned through sacrificial offerings and sealed through a public reading of the
document (Exodus 24:1-8).
Finally, the two stone Tablets make an appearance. God instructs Moses to ascend
the mountain again to receive the written stone Tablets written by God (Exodus 24:12).
On arriving he first hears God’s instructions for building the Tabernacle that will
safeguard the Ark of the Covenant with the Ten Commandments and that will be the
place where God will meet Moses to deliver (even more) laws (Exodus 25:22). While
God is meeting with Moses, the Israelites create the golden calf (Exodus 32:1-6). When
Moses has received the Tablets on Mount Sinai and is about to descend, he breaks the
Tablets in anger (Exodus 32:7-33:23). Then he ascends the mountain once again to
receive a second set of Tablets (Exodus 34:1-4), which he is commanded to carve himself
with God adding words from the first set. It takes forty days for their deliverance. Moses
returns from Mount Sinai full of radiance from God—which is acknowledged by the
Israelites—and convenes the Israelites to relay the instructions for constructing the
Tabernacle (Exodus 35:1-20). As the second year of their journey commences, the
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Israelites begin building the Tabernacle (Exodus 40:17-33). God’s presence dwells in the
Tabernacle, from where He tells Moses that there are more laws for the Israelites to
receive. God continues to speak from the Tabernacle to communicate His laws, a process
which takes place until the Israelites leave Sinai (Leviticus 1:2–Numbers 10:11) and
occurs throughout their wanderings in the desert.
In order to consolidate the Law for the next generation, God continues with the
law-giving process as the Israelites are about to leave the wilderness and enter the
Promised Land, Canaan, and as Moses is about die. Moses reviews the covenant, the
Law, with the Israelites and provides additional guidelines for Jewish practice
(Deuteronomy 1:1-5; 12-26; 28:69). At this moment the law-giving finally comes to an
end, and Moses writes down all the teachings known as the Torah. He requests that the
Levites protect the document and make sure that it is read every seven years. At the end
of Deuteronomy, Moses dies with his law-giving mission complete yet without having
himself entered the Promised Land.
This dissertation does not refer to one moment in the extended narrative but
focuses instead on what the Mosaic covenant represents, namely the physical Tablets of
Law as proof of the covenantal agreement and as a testament to the relationship between
God and Israel. When I discuss the covenant and covenantal iconography, I also refer to
the Tabernacle and Temple, specifically to the site above the Ark of the Covenant, as the
divine location of God’s communication of the Law. I am concerned with how the
covenant, as described above, is visualized in imagery for the liturgical ceremonies of
Christian and Jewish communities in the later Middle Ages.
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Past scholarship on the Mosaic covenant in a Jewish context has mostly focused
on the visualization of the Tablets of Law as representative of the Mosaic covenant, or on
the Tablets of Law as an individual motif isolated from its contexts and surroundings;
scholars have avoided interpreting the internal developments of liturgical manuscripts in
medieval Ashkenaz. For example, Ruth Mellinkoff investigated the shape of the Tablets
of Law, arguing that the rounded top of the Tablets was a pejorative symbol that made its
way into Hebrew illuminated manuscripts beginning in the thirteenth century.78 Building
on Mellinkoff’s scholarship, Shalev-Eyni similarly explores the rounded-top Tablets as
an inherently Christian motif, but in contrast to Mellinkoff, Shalev-Eyni argues that its
appearance in Hebrew illuminated manuscripts would have been inverted for polemical
ends by Jews and would have stimulated internal debate about the Ten Commandments
occurring at that moment in medieval Ashkenaz.79 While she productively groups
together case studies based on the rounded-top Tablets of Law and explores debates
among Christians and Jews in the High and Late Middle Ages, she does not situate the
motif within the liturgy on the page or within a particular holiday connected to the given
image.
Building on Shalev-Eyni’s work, I am interested in contextualizing the Tablets of
Law scene within the Jewish communities in medieval Ashkenaz. I situate the imagery
related to the Mosaic covenant within the context of the Shavuot liturgy, which
celebrated this event, and in the practices of medieval Ashkenaz. The project explores
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this motif in relation to the surrounding narrative on the page and in the context of sacred
space and divine presence as understood in medieval Ashkenaz. My starting point—
diverging from scholars such as Mellinkoff and Shalev-Eyni—is that a given motif is not
inherently Christian or Jewish, but rather functions according to how that motif was
interpreted by medieval worshippers and how it was shaped by its context in Jewish
liturgy and practice.
Turning away from the representation of Christian motifs in manuscripts for
Jewish use, Sara Lipton focuses on the representation of Jews and Judaism in Christian
art.80 I draw on Lipton’s approach in contextualizing the Mosaic covenant in a broader
backdrop of debates and events affecting both communities concurrently, such as the
Talmud trials and newly available “secular” forms of knowledge at the University of
Paris in the thirteenth century (Chapter One). Moreover, Lipton’s approach to the
Christian perception of the Mosaic covenant, the “Old Covenant,” as not purely
supersessionist is important to the framework of this dissertation. Similar to Lipton, I
look at internal developments that shaped attitudes toward Mosaic law. In contrast to
Lipton’s focus on Christian attitudes towards Jews/Judaism through Christian images,
this dissertation investigates Jewish attitudes toward the Mosaic covenant as
demonstrated through images of Jews, Judaism, and covenantal iconography for Jewish
use in liturgical manuscripts. My work also draws on the scholarship of Kogman-Appel,
in which she contextualizes Shavuot images in the Laud Mahzor in the context of internal
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discussions, notably contemporaneous messianic expectations.81 I further build on her
scholarship by contextualizing the imagery in the context of the Shavuot liturgy and
within contemporary Jewish movements, notably the Pietists, which will be discussed in
great detail in Chapter Two.
Finally, this dissertation builds on the literature of scholars in Jewish art who have
examined the appearance and meaning of the architectural space and structure on the
given page of a manuscript. Such scholars include Marc Michael Epstein, Ilia Rodov,
Katrin Kogman-Appel, and in a Christian context Bianca Kühnel and Daniel Weiss.82
The scholarship of Sarah Guérin, which integrates covenantal concerns with related
architectural symbolism, has influenced my analysis of the architectural frameworks in
the mahzorim under study, more specifically for my argument about the Shavuot imagery
as evoking God’s presence from the Ark of the Covenant and as conveying the space of
the Torah ark from the medieval Ashkenazic synagogues.83
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From a theological point of view, much literature focuses on how Christian
communities viewed the Mosaic covenant through a supersessionist lens; that is, that the
New Covenant replaced or superseded the covenant described in Exodus, characterized
by Christians as the “Old Covenant.” The Old Covenant died, so to speak, with the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross and the coming of the New Covenant. Jennifer
Harris’ work on the covenant from a theological perspective, specifically arguing against
the notion of a supersessionist medieval Christian context, forms the backbone of my
dissertation. I adopt this approach in Chapter One, in which I discuss the representation
of the Mosaic covenant in imagery for Christian use. In a Jewish context, I seek to
complicate the notion that the Mosaic covenant is represented with a standard
iconography or that the imagery reflects a straightforward portrayal of the biblical
account. Instead, the project illuminates how the Mosaic covenant as represented in
Jewish liturgical books married contemporary Jewish interpretations and practice with
biblical accounts, interweaving tradition and innovation.84
Chapter Outlines and Project Goals
Chapters One and Two serve as introductions to the dissertation, by exploring
how, in different ways, Christians and Jews thought about the Mosaic covenant as a mode
of self-representation, and in fashioning their respective identities. Chapters One and
Two together demonstrate how the Mosaic covenant was central to the internal
developments of Christian and Jewish communities in the later Middle Ages, and they
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shed light on the broader historical backdrops and connections between the two
communities that underpinned the essential role of the covenant at that moment. A key
connection explored is the focus, within Christian and Jewish communities, on
interpreting Hebrew scriptures for crafting covenantal connections. Analysis of images
and texts, coupled with consideration of key historical moments that sparked and
nourished questions centered on reconciling a medieval present with biblical precedent,
underscores the novel possibilities and approaches for reframing the covenant used by
medieval Christian and Jewish communities.
Chapter One, “Covenantal Renewal in the Medieval Church,” first discusses the
changing role, and interpretations of, the Hebrew Bible for Christians in the twelfth
century. The chapter then examines covenantal imagery in a Christian context,
highlighting how the depictions of Moses with the Tablets of Law evolved from the
twelfth to thirteenth century. The chapter moves from key monuments in France,
beginning with the novel format of the stained glass windows at the basilica of SaintDenis (1124-1144) made against the backdrop of the growing power of the church to the
royal chapel at Sainte-Chapelle (c. 1238-1248) situated in the context of the ongoing
Crusades. These key monuments serve as case studies for understanding the Christian
perception of the relationship between the Old Covenant/Law and the New
Covenant/Law. The chapter concludes with the Old French Bible moralisée (Vienna,
ÖNB cod. 2254) and the Vienna Latin Bible moralisée (Vienna, ÖNB cod. 1179), which
coincided with the increased awareness within Christian communities of the Talmud as
an essential source for Jews. This section highlights the changing attitude of Christians
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towards the role of Jews in relation to the Mosaic covenant, previously understood
strictly as guardians over the “Old Law.”
Although the chapters in this dissertation mostly focus on material made within
the Holy Roman Empire in an Ashkenazic Jewish context, Chapter One concentrates on
monuments and manuscripts produced in France in the Christian world. Ashkenazic
communities in northern France were closely intertwined with those in the Holy Roman
Empire, thus allowing for a fluid understanding of the material between these regions.
Moreover, the bulk of the evidence from the Ashkenazic Jewish communities in the
Middle Ages hails from the Holy Roman Empire, thus forming the main material
analyzed in this dissertation.
Departing from Christian perceptions of Jews and the Mosaic covenant in Chapter
One, the next four chapters of the dissertation investigate Jewish attitudes toward the
Mosaic covenant in relation to their contemporary cultural and liturgical backdrop,
especially within a Pietist framework. Chapter Two, “From Moses to Medieval
Ashkenaz: Jews and the Covenant,” sets the stage for my argument in subsequent
chapters by examining two key approaches to understanding covenantal iconography in a
medieval Jewish Ashkenazic context: namely, sacred spaces and sacred books. The
chapter begins with a discussion of the foundational role of the Tabernacle and ancient
Temple for medieval Ashkenazic Jewish communities, and then moves to an exploration
of the diversity of religious literature and commentaries produced by members of two key
movements in medieval Ashkenaz: the Tosafists (talmudic glossators) and the Hasidei
Ashkenaz (German Pietists, also called the Rhineland Pietists).
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Chapter Three, “Staging the Ten Commandments in Medieval Ashkenaz,” gives
context for my investigation of the mahzorim under study in the next two chapters. The
chapter introduces the mahzorim—their form and function—with special attention given
to the Shavuot liturgy and related imagery in the manuscripts. The discussion includes an
overview of Shavuot as practiced in medieval Ashkenaz, specifically as it relates to
commemorating the revelation of Law. Throughout the dissertation, I argue that the core
connection of the medieval Ashkenazic Jewish community with the Mosaic covenant was
heightened, through the liturgy and accompanying imagery, in this period and region.
Chapter Four, “Covenantal Continuity in the Shavuot Imagery and Liturgy,”
examines how the imagery in festival prayerbooks, in concert with rabbinical discussions
and rituals texts of the period, stage a covenantal continuity, revealing strategies for
integrating the reception of the Tablets of Law within medieval Ashkenaz, reenacted on
Shavuot. Through analyzing two distinct customs in medieval Ashkenaz, both centered
on the Torah, and as represented in the Leipzig and Tripartite Mahzorim, this chapter
argues that the scenes of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law, in the context of the
Shavuot liturgy, integrate the biblical revelation of Law into the contemporary context of
medieval Ashkenaz.
Building on the argument that the imagery and liturgy of Shavuot would have
aided in heightening covenantal connections, Chapter Five, “Imaging Divine Presence on
Shavuot in Medieval Ashkenaz,” argues that the images of Moses receiving/delivering
the Tablets of Law, paired with the Adon Imnani piyyut, evoke God’s presence from the
Ark of the Covenant as safeguarding the Ten Commandments. Through close analysis of
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the Dresden, Worms, Parma, and Laud Mahzorim, this chapter demonstrates how the
images with the piyyut convey the Torah ark as a gateway to the divine as understood in
medieval Ashkenaz. As such, the images in the mahzorim under study would have aided
in the visualization of the Shekhinah—divine presence—that took place in the synagogue.
In this way, we can view the mahzorim as an extension of the synagogue in medieval
Ashkenaz, absorbing the process of evoking the Shekhinah during prayer, as discussed in
Pietist writings.
This project is built on close analysis of multiple media: illuminated manuscripts;
ceremonial objects; stained glass windows; and liturgical furniture in relation to major
religious monuments—churches and synagogues—of the medieval world. Studying
covenantal iconography across diverse media forms a foundational line of inquiry for
identifying multilayered manifestations and multivalent definitions of covenantal tropes
in art for Christian and Jewish communities. Such visual manifestations, alongside
liturgical texts and exegetical interpretations, demonstrate each community’s engagement
with covenantal concerns.
Two key goals form the nucleus of this dissertation: first, to provide an art
historical study on material expressions of the Mosaic covenant in both Christian and
Jewish contexts of later medieval Europe—with a special focus on the latter—and
second, to illuminate the contemporaneous historical circumstances that underpin a
shared, if often entangled, covenantal interest. Instead of tackling covenantal imagery
exclusively through a typological approach—through a binary understanding of the Old
Covenant as living for Jews and then superseded by the New Covenant for Christians—
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this project considers intellectual, theological, and liturgical developments internal to
Christian and Jewish communities throughout the late-twelfth through mid-fourteenth
centuries that transcend simplistic limitations of typological narratives. My project,
thereby, aims to demonstrate how covenantal concerns became increasingly tied to
contemporary matters. The case studies presented seek to encapsulate the breadth and
depth of covenantal imagery in both Jewish and Christian contexts in the later Middle
Ages with the goal of illuminating covenantal connections across time and space through
visual, architectural, and spatial forms.
Finally, and departing from past literature examining Christian attitudes toward
Jews vis-à-vis the Mosaic covenant, as discussed above, this dissertation is instead
heavily focused on covenantal iconography for Jewish communities to reveal how Jews
perceived themselves and their current practices in relation to the revelation of the Law at
Mount Sinai. By analyzing ritual objects—mahzorim—that were used by Jewish
communities and activated in liturgical practice, the project illuminates how the Shavuot
imagery aided the Jewish communities of medieval Ashkenaz in asserting their ongoing
covenantal connections.
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Chapter One: Covenantal Renewal in the Christian Church
Introduction: Jews, Christians, and Covenants in the Middle Ages
The biblical covenant, the bond between God and Israel that was secured with the
reception of the Mosaic contract—the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law—was
essential to the foundations of both Judaism and Christianity.85 For Judaism, the
revelation of the Law forged the Israelites as a nation and delivered the guidebook for the
basis of Jewish life. For Christianity, the Mosaic contract was the Old Covenant, and
more generally the Old Testament paved the way for that of the New, ratified by the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ, and thus secured the supersessionist identity of Christians.86 The
story of the Mosaic covenant at the heart of both religions was told and retold
continuously throughout the Common Era; it is underscored in discussions by early
church Fathers and featured in rabbinic texts.87 Yet the concept of the covenant became a
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particularly relevant and heightened theological issue for both Latin Christian and
Ashkenazic Jewish communities in western Europe over the course of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries.88 Covenantal tropes are integrated into Christian and Jewish liturgies
and intermingled in their ceremonies and customs, infusing ritual practices with a divine
aura. Moreover, covenantal iconography, concentrated on the Tablets of Law, the Ark of
the Covenant, and the Tabernacle/Temple in Jerusalem, was prominent in the realm of
the visual arts as well. Motifs centered on the covenant decorate the pages of liturgical
manuscripts, adorn ceremonial objects, and inspire the design of both churches and
synagogues in the High and Late Middle Ages.
Visualizing and expressing a connection to the covenant was not always
straightforward; images produced to reflect such concerns were far from monolithic in
their modes of representation and meaning. Rather, covenantal concerns were translated
into imagery that highlights the multivalent and complex Christian and Jewish attitudes
toward Mosaic law in relation to their respective contemporary practices. The images that
convey such concerns articulate novel developments—both continuity and changes—
internal to each community and vis-à-vis each other. Within each community, we can see
a range of iconographies used to depict the Mosaic covenant, highlighting how Christian
and Jewish communities expressed their relationship to the covenant in response to their
own worlds and worldviews. Rather than providing an overview of the vast imagery
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related to covenantal concerns or discussing the many examples of Moses receiving the
Tablets of Law and related iconography, this chapter and the next one focus on salient
case studies and identify historical moments that underscore differing portrayals of
covenants in the later Middle Ages. In so doing, Chapters One and Two seek to
illuminate how and why covenantal concerns were heightened during the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries for both communities and the ways in which establishing a
connection to the covenant was integral to the identities of both Jews and Christians at
that time.89
Before examining how the Mosaic covenant was visualized across both
communities, it is necessary to discuss the shared source of knowledge and sacredness for
both Christians and Jews, that is, the Hebrew scriptures as the basis from which the
Mosaic covenant derived. The current chapter spotlights how and why the Hebrew Bible
itself and the interpretations of it were changing in the twelfth century for Christians.
These changes included the influence of increased interactions between Christian and
Jewish commentators.90
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The importance of biblical exegesis in the visual culture of medieval France can
be seen within the twelfth-century stained glass window program in the basilica of SaintDenis (1124-1144). The discussion focuses on the life of Moses and allegorical stained
glass windows within the context of the renovations of the abbey church of Saint-Denis
and the growing power of the church in twelfth-century Capetian France.91 The
relationship between the Old and New Testament and the role of the Mosaic covenant
within Christological salvation history are framed within the novel format of stainedglass windows and presented within the new Gothic architectural language of the
cathedral, seen fully for the first time at Saint-Denis.
Similar typological tropes can be seen in the Saint-Bertin cross base from a lost
cross (c. 1180) and in the later Klosterneuburg altarpiece (1181) made by Nicholas of
Verdun (c.1130-1205). The depredations of the Fourth Crusade (1202-1204) and the Sack
of Constantinople (1204) in the thirteenth century brought about a new, wider availability
of relics and caused subsequent concerns about the presentation and veneration of relics
in western Europe; these concerns dovetailed with formal changes within the church that
were officially instituted following the Fourth Lateran Council (1215). These changes
related to the sacred Host as a manifestation of the real presence of Christ, along with
energized reforms in anticipation of the Fifth Crusade (1217-1221). Parallel
developments in the iconography centered on the Mosaic covenant, specifically seen in
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stained glass window programs, manuscripts, and liturgical objects dating from the earlyto mid-thirteenth century.92 A concern with corporeal presence was inextricably
connected to covenantal concerns in the aftermath of the Fourth Lateran Council, so
different types of reliquaries produced during the thirteenth century underscore
heightened connections between covenantal iconography—related to the Tablets of
Law/Ark of the Covenant/Tabernacle—and Christ’s real presence.93 Enshrining sacred
material, that is demonstrating the real presence of the divine, as well as the transfer of
sacred material from Jerusalem to thirteenth-century France, is epitomized in Louis IX’s
Sainte-Chapelle, consecrated in 1248, in Palais-de-la-Cité. The imagery in the elaborate
stained glass window program at Sainte-Chapelle, specifically the depiction of Joshua
with the Ark of the Covenant in dialogue with Louis IX carrying the Passion relics,
furnishes a focal point overlapping these matters.94
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Changing church attitudes toward the Israelites/Jews and the Old Law are
explored in the imagery and texts in Bibles moralisées produced at the beginning of the
thirteenth century, specifically the Old French Bible moralisée (Vienna ÖNB cod. 2254)
and the Vienna Latin Bible moralisée (Vienna ÖNB cod. 1179). Both artistic projects
align with a growing Christian awareness of the Talmud as a source of Jewish learning in
contemporary life.95 The Talmud trials in the early 1240s in Paris and the subsequent
destruction of an immense number of Talmud manuscripts provides the framework for
understanding the complicated and problematic narrative of Israelites (and thus medieval
Jews) as guardians over the Hebrew Bible and as protectors of the traditions represented
in the Hebrew scriptures. Christian awareness of the Talmud as a prominent text in
Jewish communities shattered long held misconceptions of Jewish guardianship and
protection over an unchanging Mosaic covenant.
After examining the Christian perception of the Old Testament/Covenant and the
role of medieval Jewish communities in relation to the Old Law, Chapter Two analyzes
intellectual and cultural developments within twelfth- and thirteenth-century Ashkenaz. It
illuminates contemporary Jewish approaches to the Hebrew Bible and Talmud vis-à-vis
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their own evolving practices and liturgy.96 Imagery in different types of manuscripts used
for medieval Jewish liturgy reveals diverse strategies to picturing the Mosaic covenant
and its related iconography. A focus on Jerusalem serves as a larger backdrop for
understanding covenantal iconography in medieval Ashkenaz.
Both Christian and Jewish communities actively thought about and even
challenged—through words and pictures—their respective relationships to the Mosaic
covenant. Yet neither community operated in a vacuum. Rather, the imagery and exegesis
reveal cross-pollination between both communities, each striving for perceived
authenticity and excavating the Hebrew scriptures for their own covenantal connections.

Seeking Truth: The Hebrew Bible and Christian Exegesis in the Middle Ages
Exegesis—the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible to understand its true
meanings—was a key concern in the Middle Ages, practiced by Christian and Jewish
communities alike. Before understanding the forms and influences of Christian biblical
exegesis in the High Middle Ages, it is necessary to outline the changing role of the
Hebrew Bible in the twelfth century.97
The Hebrew Bible became more accessible to Christian communities in the
twelfth century for several reasons. First, its physical form changed. Whereas before the
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twelfth century the Old Testament—how Christians conceptualized the Hebrew Bible—
typically circulated as separate books, or grouping of books (full copies of the Bible in
one book, a pandect, remained extremely expensive and rare), beginning in the midtwelfth century the Latin translation of Hebrew scriptures began to be held more
commonly within one comprehensive compendium. In more academic settings, notably
the growing cathedral schools, a full commentary, summarizing salient points of
exegesis, was included—what came to be known as the Glossa ordinaria. A typical
manuscript comprised the Latin translation of the Old and New Testament and was
divided into legible sections for ease of studying and reading.98 The whole Bible was thus
easier to read and to understand; it soon became the essential textbook at the nascent
universities.99 At these centers of learning, there was an increasing interest in studying
the original text of the Bible, in Hebrew rather than in Latin. Therefore, along with the
more digestible form and format of the Bible, Latin-Hebrew versions of the Bible were
produced at the end of the twelfth and beginning of the thirteenth centuries, making it
possible for certain highly educated Christians to study the original Hebrew verses with
ease. Scholars increasingly sought to read the text in the original Hebrew to enrich their
understanding of the Old Testament (in relation to the New Testament) in the most
authentic version, correcting translations and checking for accuracy.
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The pursuit of a proper understanding of scripture—biblical exegesis—was the
primary skill taught to future clerics in the cathedral schools.100 Beginning in the eleventh
century, biblical exegesis moved from being a primarily monastic activity to being an
essential part of the curriculum at the urban universities then in formation. The University
of Paris, in particular, became a renowned hub of scholarship and attracted scholars from
across western Europe. Exegesis itself took on new forms beginning in the twelfth
century and throughout the thirteenth century, building on—and diverging from—
previously prevalent forms.101 In the patristic period, biblical exegesis was comprised of a
system of four different modes of interpretation, the so-called Four Senses of Scripture.102
This hermeneutical approach was meant to gradually reveal the hidden and obscure
meanings of scripture by approaching the text in four increasingly subtle ways: literal,
allegorical, moral (tropological), and mystical (anagogical). Nicholas of Lyra (12701349) describes the four approaches in a succinct manner: “The letter shows acts,
allegory shows what to believe, the moral shows what to do, anagogy what to strive
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for.”103 In this manner, a given verse in scripture could be interpreted in each of these
four ways, with the goal of elucidating the explicit and implicit meanings of the text.
For Christian commentators, the goal of understanding the relationship between
the Old Testament and the New Testament lay at the heart of this project. Already in the
epistles of Paul and the Gospel of John, the typological approach was key to unlocking
the relationship between the Old and New Testaments.104 The basic premise of biblical
typology, which was called allegoria in medieval writings, is that the New Testament,
and the specific events recounted within it, fulfilled the prophecies of the Old Testament.
This typological approach, moreover, was rooted in the notion that the coming of Christ
is prefigured in the Old Testament. This approach necessitated a reading of the Old and
New Testaments that went beyond the literal-historical reading of the verses to an
allegorical or typological mode, which interpreted the Bible through a spiritual or
mystical lens. Mystical understanding surely played a role in Christian interpretations of
the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, and in the perception of the New
Testament as seamlessly fulfilling or completing the Old Testament.105
Typology was a foundational mode for Christians in understanding the
relationship between the Old and New Testaments (as well as Old and New Law). The
practice of typological readings flourished in the twelfth century, demonstrated with the
Glossa ordinaria (produced at Laon, c. 1100-1140), the typological interpretations of
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Rupert of Deutz (c. 1075-1129) as well as in the writings of Hugh of St. Victor (d. 1141)
and his Victorine School.106 Such works and schools of thought continuously sought to
understand and further tease out the relationship between the Old and New Testaments.107
While typology continued to be a dominant exegetical mode in the High Middle
Ages, it was also increasingly challenged and problematized. The writings of Peter
Lombard (1096-1160) in Paris provide an example. Lombard’s biblical commentaries
incorporated sometimes lengthy theological discussions into the text—more abstract
questions about the divine—to better understand the text, challenging the neat, tight, and
oftentimes simplistic understanding of the relationship between the Old and New
Testaments. Furthermore, glosses of scripture as more pragmatic aids in preaching began
to circulate in the early thirteenth century, notably in the circle of Stephen Langton (c.
1150-1228).108 This marriage of exegesis and preaching was indelibly yoked in the
practices of the Dominicans and Franciscans; masters like the Dominican Hugh of SaintCher (c. 1200-1263) authored the Postillae, running annotations on the Bible meant to
enrich the more fragmented, and by then outdated, Glossa Ordinaria.109
Another change in Christian exegesis in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was
that Christian commentators became increasingly attracted to the long-standing traditions
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of Jewish exegesis of Hebrew scriptures, turning to texts produced by Jewish
commentators for developing their own methodologies.110 Scholarship has focused on the
connections between Hugh (1096-1141) and Andrew of St. Victor (d. 1175), and twelfthcentury Jewish writers of the northern French school, such as Rashi (Rabbi Solomon ben
Isaac of Troyes, 1040-1105), Joseph Qara (1065-1135), Rashbam (Samuel ben Meir,
1085-1158), and Joseph ben Isaac Beckhor Shor (fl. twelfth century).111 Examples of
specific connections include Hugh of Saint Victor (d. 1141) and Rashbam engaging in
parallel projects, developing commentaries that intended to interpret the most literal sense
of scripture (sensus literalis and peshat, respectively).112 The increasing influence of
Aristotle in the twelfth century—with Jewish commentators aiding in the transfer of
Aristotelian works from Spain to France—can be seen through shared commonalities in

110

The connections between Christian and Jewish exegetes have received much attention in past
literature. For a useful overview see: Michael Singer, “Restoring the Narrative: Jewish and
Christian Exegesis in the Twelfth Century,” in With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scriptural
Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, eds. Jane Danmen McAuliffe, Barry D. Walfish,
and Joseph W. Goering (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 71-82; Brigitte
Bedos-Rezak, “The Confrontation of Orality and Textuality: Jewish and Christian Literacy in
Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century Northern France,” in Rashi, 1040-1990: Hommage à Ephraïm E.
Urbach, ed. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna (Paris: Cerf, 1993), 541-58; and Aryeh Grabois, “The Hebraica
Veritas and Jewish-Christian Intellectual Relations in the Twelfth Century,” Speculum 50 (1975):
613-34. For the topic of polemics as a result of shared methodologies see: David Berger,
“Christian Heresy and Jewish Polemic in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,” Harvard
Theological Review 68 (1975): 287-303.
111
For the connection between the Victorine school and Jewish exegetes in northern France see:
Montse Leyra Curia, ed., In Hebreo: The Victorine Exegesis of the Bible in the Light of its
Northern-French Jewish Sources (Turnhout: Brepols, 2018).
112
On the connection between the techniques of Hugh of Saint Victor and Rashbam, see Sarah
Kamin, “Affinities between Jewish and Christian Exegesis in Twelfth-Century Northern France,”
Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies 9 (1985): 141-55.

63
the exegesis of the Tosafists, medieval commentators on the Talmud (see Chapter Two),
and scholastic theologians.113
The importance of Jewish exegesis led to meaningful contact between Christian
and Jewish commentators. Christian commentators consulted their contemporaries in the
Jewish community to understand scripture in the original Hebrew, to share
methodologies, and to learn about Jewish laws.114 Both influences, in-person contact with
Jewish exegetes and the greater new availability of Hebrew texts, held a prominent place
in Christian exegesis, beginning in the twelfth century. For example, midrashic
interpretations—the study of the meaning behind letters and words not explicitly stated in
the text—can be found in both the biblical commentaries of Rashi and his disciples, as
well as in those of the Victorines. Another core commonality between Rashi and the
Victorines was their shared desire for a logical narrative, whereby biblical verses were
integrated into the commentaries in order to achieve unity of text and coherence of the
parts to the whole. Rashi’s commentaries also influenced Christian scholars of the Old
Testament, such as Herbert of Bosham (1162-1189) and later Nicholas of Lyra (1270113
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1349), already mentioned. Such scholars especially turned to Rashi to understand the
literal-historical sense of the text.115
Although the focus for Christian (and Jewish) commentators in the twelfth
century was often centered on interpreting the literal meaning of the text—in striving for
correctness and obtaining authenticity in the translation—there was also significant
attention paid to allegorical interpretations. Rooted in typology, the allegorical or
spiritual meaning of scripture formed the underlying narrative of divine revelation and
redemption in the parallels between the Old and the New Testament. Such an
interpretative framework allowed Christians to situate themselves within God’s
covenant.116 The typological mode of biblical exegesis was expressed visually in the
Middle Ages. Visual typologies were believed to be an effective mode of instructing the
viewer to decode the allegorical meanings of scripture, and a useful tool for educating the
viewer to understand the relationship between the Old and New Testaments.117

Abbot Suger at Saint-Denis: Creating a Sacred (Gothic) Space for the Covenant
The stained glass window program that decorates the choir at the Benedictine
Abbey Church of Saint-Denis serves as an example of how biblical exegesis
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meaningfully informs the visual expression of the relationship between the Old and New
Testaments, and the Old and New Laws. 118 In particular, the windows depicting scenes
from the life of Moses and the anagogical/allegorical windows [Figs. 1.1 and 1.2] reveal
how biblical episodes from Hebrew scriptures were selected, arranged, and paired with
verse inscriptions to achieve a particular aim: asserting the role of the Old Testament,
specifically the Old Law, in Christological salvation history. The motivation stemmed
from the expansion of the basilica at Saint-Denis, whose major renovation reveals the
new Gothic context for the creation of the stained glass windows.
The increasing power of the church in the mid-twelfth century can be seen with
the groundbreaking project of Abbot Suger (1081-1151): the twelfth-century Abbot and
adviser to the French monarchy. He expanded the basilica at Saint-Denis (1124-1144),
redecorated the interior with beautiful stained glass windows and reconstructed the
exterior—all rendered in a style that would much later be designated as Gothic
architecture—to allow more visitors to venerate the sacred relics kept in the wealthy
foundation’s collection.119 Renovating the ninth-century church, Suger completed the
118
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façade and built the innovative ambulatory, opening up the space entirely. In enlarging
the east end of the church, Suger allowed for the reorganization of the altars and shrines.
As a result of the renovations, the objects and the tombs of sacred martyrs could be
viewed more easily within the chapels and choir than in their previous, crypt location,
which had restricted viewing. Moreover, bigger entranceways allowed large crowds to
flock to the interior of the church.120 In doing all this, Suger hoped to establish a style of
splendor that conveyed heavenly realms fit for kings, reflecting the growing power of the
Capetian monarchy, while impressing and inspiring crowds of worshippers with a
renewed epicenter of spiritual meaning as well as artistic and royal magnificence.121
Since Suger believed that the church walls of Saint-Denis were built by the French
Carolingian king Dagobert (r. 629-629) and consecrated by Christ, he sought to evoke,
with precious metals adorning the altars and shrines and through the lavish stained glass
windows comprising the interior, the ethereal, light-filled, and sublime otherworldliness
of the heavens.122
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To meet these goals, at least thirty-one windows were installed in the radiating
chapels of the newly-built choir.123 The stained glass windows were visually complex,
requiring a decoding of recondite details and matching of the images with theological
texts. Abbot Suger himself, in his De administratione of 1150, underscores the scholarly
framework behind the windows at the church, which he believed necessitated reading by
educated literati.124 The individual elements of the iconography were not new at that
time, but the format of stained glass window cycle was novel for the twelfth century.125
Rather than identifying the range of exegetical sources contributing to the imagery at
Saint-Denis as discussed extensively in past literature, here I wish to underscore the role
the windows played in visualizing the cutting edge of theological conceptions about the
relationship between the Old and New Law in the first half of the twelfth century.
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In describing his renovations at the Abbey Church, Suger singled out three
windows in particular as appealing to the erudite literati: the Tree of Jesse window, the
life of Moses window, and the allegorical window.126 In De administratione, Suger
illuminates the Christological meanings of the Moses and allegorical windows, revealing
how the New Testament scenes relate to, and fulfill, the Old Testament scenes. In
addition to receiving notable discussion in Suger’s writings, the two windows, which
were located adjacent to one another in the chapel of Saint Pérégrin in the chevet, were
placed in a prominent position within the overall program. Suger’s text paraphrases the
verses featured in the medallions, customized to fit the given roundel. Each inscription
instructs the viewer on how to interpret the particular scene in relation to the coming of
Christ and the New Testament: in other words, how to read typologically.127
The Moses window departs from a traditional dialogic format of typology, where
a specific scene from the New Testament fulfills the Old Testament biblical moment in a
one-to-one relationship. Instead, each medallion includes a representation of Moses,
while the corresponding inscriptions relate to more abstract notions of Christian faith.128
The texts and subtle visual cues within each medallion underscore that the faith and the
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spiritual essence of Christianity with the coming of Christ will resolve the imbalance
visible in the given Old Testament scene.129
The Moses window is comprised of five medallions, each representing a scene
from the life of Moses: from bottom to top—according to the description of the
windows—the lancet depicts the finding of Moses, Moses at the burning bush, the
Israelites crossing the Red Sea, the Brazen Serpent, and Moses receiving the Tablets of
Law [Figs. 1.1a-e].130 In each medallion, Moses is conveyed as blinded or overshadowed
by a more spiritual Christian meaning, expressed via the inscriptions. Yet, even if Moses
is lacking in spiritual status because he does not fully grasp the ultimate salvation through
Christ, by depicting Moses as the constant in each scene and illustrating a chronological
trajectory of the life of Moses from birth until he receives the Tablets of Law, the
window asserts Moses’ role as the divine and authentic messenger of the Ten
Commandments, the Old Law.
The lowermost medallion depicts the finding of Moses (Exodus 2:2-10) [Fig.
1.1a]. Moses is pictured as a pale baby against a blue backdrop, resting atop jewelcolored waves representing the Nile. A crowned daughter of Pharaoh points to baby
Moses with one hand and gestures with the other, opened upwards. She is flanked by two
attendants, one of whom similarly turns her palms facing upwards, while the other places
a hand on her heart. The accompanying verse inscription relates the scene to the nursing
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of Christ: “Moses in the basket is that child Whom the church, the royal maiden, nurses
with holy mind.”131 This scene hints at the spiritual nursing referenced in the text:
Pharaoh’s daughter does not touch Moses, but points toward him, conveying a spiritual
rather than a physical connection. Moreover, her other hand, which reaches upward and
gestures toward the verse inscription, instructs the viewer to interpret the scene in relation
to the inscription.132 Pharaoh’s daughter, reaching with one hand toward baby Moses and
with the other toward the inscription, underscores the role of the church as mediator,
intervening with spiritual rather than physical nourishment. The hands of the women—
similarly reaching up toward the verse inscription, with the attendant on the right-hand
side touching her heart—point upward (and inward), emphasizing their spiritual rather
than physical expressions. I would further suggest that the spiritual intercession, pictured
in the halo around baby Moses, enshrines him with the grace of Christianity, while
Moses’ fleshy skin tone hints to his limited corporeality, necessitating the eternal
salvation offered by Christ. Moses is saved by the spiritual nourishment of Christ. Yet the
window is grounded in baby Moses, in the origins of the Old Law.
The next medallion (from the bottom) [Fig. 1.1b] shows Moses at the burning
bush (Exodus 3:1-21), where God summons Moses after he killed the Egyptian and
escaped to Moab. A fiery red outer circle represents the burning bush, and the green inner
rim portrays the bush from which God appears to Moses on Mount Horeb; God is
depicted here in the human figure of Christ. God’s human appearance is in sharp contrast
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with Moses’ closed eyes and hands, which shield his face from seeing God (which the
Christian viewer, ironically, need not do). Moses reaches up one bare foot, just after
removing his sandal; this incident refers to God’s instruction to Moses to remove his
shoes because he was standing on holy ground. Moses’ other hand awkwardly points
upward, gesturing toward the inscription, whose accompanying verse, inscribed within an
arc above both God and Moses reads: “Just as the bush is seen to burn yet is not burned,
so he who is full of this fire Divine burns with it yet is not burned.”133 This verse, which
departs from the standard interpretation of the burning bush as representative of Mary,
compares the fire to the love of God, and also invites the worshipper into the analogy as
the believer. Belief is compared to the burning bush, infused in man yet not fully
consuming him.134 Moses’ miter provides further allusion to this view, showing him in
the garb of a contemporary bishop or abbot—a leader of the church. Moses receives
God’s divine communication, specifically to accept his leadership of the Israelites from
Egypt to the Holy Land and to eventually receive the Ten Commandments on the Tablets
of Law at Mount Sinai. Moses will be the divine messenger, but he still remains in the
corporeal world, unable to see God.
The third medallion [Fig. 1.1c] shows the Israelites crossing the Red Sea (Exodus
14:21-29) with the same red-haloed God represented in the scene below it, whose
inscription states: “What baptism does to the good, a like form but an unlike cause does
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to the pharaoh's army.”135 Moses is once again present in the scene, leading the Israelites
out of Egypt. The trampled Egyptians and their broken chariots appear below. The verse
inscriptions link the water of the Red Sea to the water of baptism. Just as the Red Sea
saved the Israelites and destroyed their enemy, the water of baptism will save the
worshipper/believer and destroy the devil. The worshipper is closer to attaining union
with God and salvation through baptism.136
Following the order of the verse inscriptions, in the fourth panel, Moses stands in
front of the brazen serpent with the plague of serpents depicted in the foreground [Fig.
1.1d]. In the biblical account (Numbers 21: 8-9), after the Israelites wandered in the
desert, they started to complain to Moses. God sent fiery serpents to punish the Israelites
for their complaining, their lack of faith in God. The Israelites began repenting, begging
Moses to intervene. God commanded Moses to “make a brazen serpent, and set it up for a
sign: whoever among the stricken shall look on it, shall live.”137 In the medallion, Moses
points to the serpent on top of the column.138 The plague-inducing creatures are depicted
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at the bottom of the scene. The green-enameled crucifix growing out of the brazen
serpent alludes to Christ’s role in healing the sick. The verse makes clear that Christ not
only heals the sick but destroys enemies: “Just as the bronze serpent slays all serpents, So
Christ raised on the cross slays his enemies.”139 The bronze serpent is compared to Christ
on the cross, who heals the sick and defeats evil so that the worshipper can attain
salvation.140
In this medallion we see for the first time a direct representation of both the Old
and New Law and the intertwining of the two. The brazen serpent signifies the Old Law
and the cross symbolizes the New Law. The association of the brazen serpent with the
Old Law is signaled by the presence of the Tablets of Law held by Moses. Moses holds
the Tablets as he points to the brazen serpent, making this equivalence clear. The serpent
forms the base of the cross, grounding salvation (represented by the cross) in the brazen
serpent, that is, in the Hebrew scriptures authenticated by the Tablets of Law. Yet while
the cross is rooted in the authenticity of the Old Law, it also rises above the brazen
serpent, disconnected from the sculptural serpent through the verse inscription bisecting
the medallion.141 The cross occupies a separate register within a distinct spiritual realm.
The conflation of the brazen serpent and the cross—the green enameled cross
emerging from the brazen serpent—makes clear, according to Sara Lipton, the role of
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Hebrew scriptures to declare the “life-bringing powers of the sight of the cross.”142
Moreover, the green cross comprised of leaf motifs growing from the brazen serpent—a
fabricated material—emphasizes the point. The Israelites depicted in the scene further
confirm the presence of the Tablets of Law, asserting the authenticity of the biblical
scene unfolding. Yet blocked by the horizontal banderole, as Lipton observes, they are
not able to fully see the cross.143 The medallion plants the seeds of the covenantal transfer
through the ultimate salvific force of Christ on the cross. It is grounded in the Tablets of
Law and the Hebrew scriptures, but the Israelites are not able to see Christ’s salvation.
In the fifth and final medallion according to the original design of the window,
Moses is shown receiving the Tablets of Law (Exodus 31:18) [Fig. 1.1e], yet the Tablets
are not present, nor is God represented. Moses’ eyes, furthermore, are, surprisingly,
closed. The verse on the medallion states: “The law having been given to Moses, the
grace of Christ comes to its aid. Grace gives life, the letter kills.”144 This verse references
Corinthians (2 Corinthians 3:6), which states that abiding by the Law on a literal level is
not sufficient. In order for the Law to be sustained, grace from God is needed, and the
spiritual interpretation of scripture takes precedence.145 A golden calf in front of Moses in
the foreground reminds the viewer that the first Tablets were destroyed because the
Israelites worshipped the golden calf. In so doing, they showed a lack of faith in God, an
overt expression of idolatry, so they were not worthy of receiving the Tablets of Law.
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It is necessary to briefly examine the meaning of the placement of the top and
second to the top scenes—Moses with the brazen serpent [Fig. 1.1d] and Moses receiving
the Tablets of Law [Fig. 1.1e]—as originally intended in Suger’s design. The Tablets of
Law medallion preceded the brazen serpent scene in the 1948 reconstruction of the
window, yet according to Suger’s descriptions of the medallions, he originally placed the
Tablets of Law scene at the top.146 Suger’s intentional reversal of the two—from the
order of the biblical accounts—highlights the revelation of the Law as the most important
aspect of Hebrew scriptures and as the key to a Christological interpretation of salvation
history. Moreover, if the window signifies the journey of the worshipper from the
physical to spiritual world in order to achieve union with God, an anagogical ascent, as
past scholars have noted, then the lack of the Tablets of Law or the cross—or any other
physical object for worship—strengthens the journey conveyed.147 The union with God
does not depend on a physical object, but on the divine word. Moses, reaching up his
hand with closed eyes, highlights the efficacy of the union through his reception of the
divine word of God rather than through the physical Tablets themselves. The golden calf
serves as a reminder that the Israelites lacked the faith for initially receiving the Tablets
of Law. Thus, the Old Testament bolsters the need for the New Covenant via Christ to
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fulfill the Old Covenant. Rooted in the events contributing to the formation of Moses as
the divine messenger of the Old Law, the window in its entirety reminds the
viewer/worshipper that the seeds of the transfer from the Old to the New Law are planted
within the Hebrew scriptures. The Saint-Denis Moses window sets up the covenantal
transfer expressed in the allegorical window placed next to it.
The authenticating role of the Old Law in its transfer to the New Law, and the
necessity of the new to complete and enrich the old, with the church as intercessor, is
underscored in the allegorical/anagogical window [Fig. 1.2]. From bottom to top, the
medallions depict Christ between Ecclesia and Synagoga; the nineteenth-century
restoration of the lion and the lamb unsealing the book; the veiled Moses; the Mystic
Mill; and the Quadriga of Aminadab [Figs. 1.2a-e].148 These present some of the most
challenging iconographies in the corpus of medieval art. In the bottom medallion [Fig.
1.2a], a crowned and haloed Christ with a wide-eyed, alert visage, stands at the center of
the medallion, flanked by Synagoga and Ecclesia.149 One of Christ’s hands touches
Ecclesia’s headdress, and the other pulls off Synagoga’s veil, effectively unblinding her
eyes. Ecclesia holds a red book and what appear to be the remains of a full standard.
Synagoga holds white Tablets of Law and a long, thin green rod, alluding to a crushed
reed in reference to Isaiah 42:3 on the coming of the Messiah: “The bruised reed he shall
not break, and smoking flax he shall not quench: he shall bring forth judgment unto
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truth.” Christian interpretation saw the reed as broken Judaism, tainted by too literal
observance of rituals.150 Seven doves within roundels emanate from a central roundel at
Christ’s heart center. Interpretation of these doves has varied: Grodecki linked the seven
doves to the “seven gifts of the Holy Spirit,” connected to the lamb with seven
horns/eyes, described as God’s spirits from Apocalypse 5:6 and 5:12, while Hoffmann
associated the seven disks with the Lord’s spirit arriving at Pentecost.151 Either way, the
doves reflect Christ’s radiating holiness and spirit of grace.
As pointed out in previous literature, the portrayal in this medallion of Synagoga
and Ecclesia—personifications of the Jewish community and the Christian Church,
respectively—is not a typical representation of the two. Generally, as seen in earlier
Carolingian imagery, Synagoga is pictured in a dejected, downtrodden state, with the
Tablets of Law falling from her arms. Instead, in the Saint-Denis medallion, she stands
upright and on the same level as Ecclesia. The Tablets of Law are not slipping or falling,
but held firmly in her hands. She receives special treatment from Christ as he lifts her
veil, and is a potential recipient of the seven gifts radiating from him. Moreover, Christ,
balancing and bisecting the medallion visually, contrasts and complements the two
figures with his position and half green, half red dress, reflecting the garments of both
Synagoga and Ecclesia.152
While Synagoga is seemingly on an equal playing field with Ecclesia, subtle cues
simultaneously signal Synagoga’s lesser status without degrading her to the broken
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personification so frequent in medieval art. Christ rests his hand on Ecclesia’s head in a
gesture of blessing, while Christ removes the cloth from Synagoga’s head. Her Tablets
are lower than the prominently raised chalice of Ecclesia. Her broken reed contrasts with
Ecclesia’s raised complete standard. Synagoga is only slightly lesser in status than
Ecclesia because she needs the grace of Christ, through his unveiling. Moreover, Ecclesia
is on the favored-right side of Christ (our left). Synagoga remains steadfast because of
her guardianship of the Tablets of Law. Those Tablets are a reminder of the authentic
place that Hebrew scriptures hold in salvation history, paving the way for the coming of
Christ and New Covenant. It is significant that Synagoga tightly grabs onto the (pale,
flesh-like) Tablets, asserting her ownership of them.153 Synagoga is still firmly the bearer
of the Old Law. The ultimate gesture of Christ unveiling Synagoga, paired with the
emanating spirits, proclaims that Old Law (Synagoga) needs to be completed and
fulfilled through Christ’s grace and salvation, but it also affirms this distinct possibility.
The medallion at Saint-Denis thus establishes a nuanced relationship of
Synagoga’s role within salvation history. She is neither subjugated nor broken, but rather
holds her place firmly and authentically, so much so that she is made aware of her role
and her place when Christ unveils her. In this medallion, the Old Testament/Law and
New Testament/Grace are not two separate covenants but rather truth is revealed—
unveiled—for the Old Covenant when it is uncovered, perfected, and fulfilled at the end
of time.
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Synagoga in the medallion is echoed by Moses unveiled in the now lost but
reconstructed medallion above [Fig. 1.2b]. While our interpretations must be more
tentative because the original has not survived, here we see that, like Synagoga, Moses
holds the Tablets of Law; he is blindfolded, and his veil is similarly lifted by Christ. In
contrast to Synagoga, his face is completely covered; he is blind to the Tablets (once
again pale) that he holds, but like Synagoga he too hugs them securely, indicating his
status as a true messenger of divine law. Christ unveiling Moses gives visual expression
to Suger’s description, written on the medallion: “What Moses veils, the doctrine of
Christ unveils. Those who despoil Moses bare the Law.”154 Moreover, the verse and
image allude to Corinthians (2 Corinthians 3:15-16), where Paul declares that Christ will
reveal the Law and that humanity is not saved by following Mosaic law, but through
Christ. The two figures also establish a transfer: Christ will be the new son of God
transferred from Moses, the messenger of the Old Law. Christ’s status is thus
strengthened.155
The next medallion, the Mystic Mill [Fig. 1.2c], explicitly depicts the
transformation of the Old Law to the New Law.156 Two figures carry sacks over their
shoulders. The verse identifies the figures as Moses and Paul; the latter turns the wheel of
the mill, while the former provides the grain. The verse inscription, which is inspired by
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Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (9:13), reads: “By working the mill, thou, Paul, takest the
flour out of the bran. Thou makest known the inmost meaning of the Law of Moses.
From so many grains is made the true bread without chaff, Ours and the angels’ perpetual
food.” The coarse grain (Old Law) milled into processed fine flour (New Law) represents
the transformation from the Old Law to the New Law. The cross at the center of the mill
enables this transformation to take place.157
The second to the top scene, also a modern reconstruction and so similarly less
reliable, shows a lion and lamb unsealing the book of Revelation [Fig. 1.2d]. The verse
inscription notes: “He Who is the great God, the Lion and the Lamb unseals the Book.
The Lamb or Lion becomes the flesh joined to God.”158 The lion and lamb symbolize
Christ from Revelation. Christ is the lion from the House of Judah, a descendent of King
David, showing the fulfillment of the prophecy from the Old Testament about the coming
of the Messiah from Judah’s tribe.159 Simultaneously Christ is a lamb, a symbol of his
sacrifice on the cross. The lion symbolizes Christ’s regality and the lamb signifies his
humanity. Both personas contribute to Christ’s true nature. Depicted together unsealing
God’s word in the book of Revelation, both natures of Christ fulfill the Old Testament.
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In the topmost scene, the center of the image shows a golden chariot on four
wheels representing the Quadriga of Aminadab [Fig. 1.2e], a highly complex image that
has received much attention and debate in past literature.160 The chariot is pictured with
the symbols of the four Evangelists—the angel of Matthew, eagle of John, lion of Mark,
and ox of Luke. These symbols are taken from Ezekiel’s vision (Ezekiel 1:5-11),
associating the creatures that held up the throne of God; in the beginning of the book of
Ezekiel, the Prophet describes God manifesting Himself in a divine, sublime chariot
supported by creatures, “cherubs” with four faces and wings. Ezekiel’s vision heralds
God’s presence, made manifest in the Ark of the Covenant.161 The Evangelists are thus
the bearers of the Throne of God, the chariot from Ezekiel. The golden chest itself,
rendered with foliate arabesques, simultaneously represents the Ark of the Covenant
(Exodus 25:10-22). The inscription on the medallion reads: “On the Ark of the Covenant
is established the altar with the cross of Christ; Here Life wishes to die under a greater
Covenant.”162 God the Father is portrayed behind the golden chest—the chariot/Ark of
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the Covenant—holding up a prominent cross in front of him. The window thus conflates
the Ark of the Covenant/Chariot as the Old Law with Christ/the Cross as the New Law.163
The chariot from Ezekiel’s vision is further associated with the Ark of the
Covenant when we understand the image’s reference to the Chariot of Aminadab in the
Song of Songs (6:9). The verse, spoken by the Sunamite, the bride of King Solomon, as
she concludes the Song of Songs, reads: “My soul troubled me for the chariots of
Aminadab.” Aminadab was the father of Nahshon—the chief of the tribe of Judah—and
the father-in-law of Aaron. He was charged by King David with the task of transporting
the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem (1 Chronicles 15:10). Thus Ezekiel’s chariot is
intertwined with the vehicle that bore the Ark of the Covenant. The Ark is replaced by
the Cross, yet infused with the real presence of God from the mercy seat.
As past scholars have noted, the scene is not a mere replacement of the Old
Testament and Old Covenant ritual objects with Christ and the cross. Instead of the New
Covenant superseding the Old Covenant, the New Covenant that is secured with Christ
on the Cross is founded in the Old Covenant, which is signified by the Ark of the
Covenant and the Chariot—God’s mercy seat and heavenly Throne. As we shall see in
Chapter Five, in the Pietist context of Ashkenaz, rather than the Christian context of
Saint-Denis, instead of the crucifix serving as a replacement for the Ark of the Covenant,
the Torah itself becomes a substitute, in the absence of the lost Temple, for the Ark.
The windows, centered on the origins of the Hebrew scriptures with Moses as the
messenger for the ultimate fulfillment of the Old Law in Christ, are framed within a
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basilica that, according to recent scholars, evokes the Temple of Jerusalem in its
architectural organization and structuring of liturgical furniture.164 Specifically the three
altars echo the organization of the tripartite structure and altars of the Temple.165 The
interior of the chapel, believed to have been consecrated by Christ, draws upon
iconography associated with Jerusalem. Christ’s grace over the church and the evocation
of the structure as the Temple in Jerusalem work together to strengthen Saint-Denis’
status as the holy church, secured by the existence of the Old Law, conveyed through the
Ark of the Covenant and Tablets of Law in the Temple of Jerusalem, illustrated in the
majestic stained glass windows and finally echoed in the structure of the church itself.
The authentic symbols of the Old Testament are portals through which the Old Law is
transferred to the New Law, and the New Law fulfills the Old Law at Saint-Denis.

Adoptions and Adaptations of Old Testament Imagery
Although the visual program of the windows at Saint-Denis demonstrates a
singular level of sophistication in the theological content conveyed, related works of art
produced in the twelfth century do highlight the range of ways in which Christians
adopted and adapted Old Testament scenes for shaping and asserting the relationship
between the Old and New Testaments. Notably a splendid metalwork cross base of SaintBertin [Fig. 1.3] and Nicholas of Verdun’s lavish Klosterneuburg altarpiece [Figs. 1.4
and 1.5] serve as examples for demonstrating novel approaches to articulating the role of
the Old Law for the New, and together, the two magnificent works reveal the different
164
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visual strategies utilized throughout the twelfth century for articulating the (perceived)
relationship of both Jewish and Christian communities to the Hebrew scriptures.
The Saint-Bertin cross base [Fig. 1.3] was produced circa 1180, and it is currently
located at the Musée de l’Hôtel Sandelin in Saint-Omer.166 The base, measuring over a
foot tall, once held a processional cross, no longer extant. Around the base, select scenes
from the Old Testament are placed in dialogue with one another to foreshadow Christ’s
sacrifice on the cross that would have been held above, literally acting as its foundation.
Sculptural figures of the four evangelists hold up the base, inviting us to explore the
scenes unfolding above. The evangelists write on codices, and three of them hold books
opened to a page on the Passion. Eight Old Testament scenes rendered in enamel
decorate the foot of the cross. At the hemispherical base, the following Old Testament
scenes are depicted: Moses striking the rock (Numbers 20:11), Jacob blessing Ephraim
and Manasseh, the sons of Joseph (Genesis 48: 8-12), Moses and Aaron standing before
the brazen serpent (Numbers 21:6-9), and an Israelite painting his home with the letter
Tau (Exodus 12:12). The shaft features Caleb and Joshua bringing back grapes from the
Holy Land to Canaan (Numbers 13), Elijah and the widow of Sarepeth (1 Kings 17:12),
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Aaron sanctifying the Levites (1 Chronicles), and Abraham with the wood for his
sacrifice of his son Isaac (Genesis 22).
In general, all the Old Testament episodes prefigure the Crucifixion, represented
by the cross itself. According to Herbert Kessler, the Old Testament scenes present on the
cross base were not selected for their individual stories, but for how they relate as
precursors, and antecedents, to the coming of Christ.167 In his discussion, Kessler reads
the narrative in terms of Friedrich Ohly’s approach to typology, where one event or an
image of that event conveys two different meanings at once, both related to that particular
narrative.168 The crossed hands of Menasseh and Ephraim allude to the cross-shape of the
crucifix, while also signaling the covenantal transfer from Jews (through the older son
Ephraim) to Christians (through the younger son, Menasseh).169
Whereas at Saint-Denis, the Moses and allegorical windows depict defining
features for illustrating the New Covenant secured, on the base of the cross those
essential elements are either absent entirely, or only some are selected. For example,
Moses receiving the Tablets of Law is omitted, while the brazen serpent becomes the
central focus of the base—surely influenced by the primary material of copper alloy in
which the artist worked. Moreover, the Old Covenant, and the transfer between the Old
and the New Covenant, does not rely on the Tablets of Law or on Moses as the divine
messenger of the Old Covenant. Rather, the object uses the brazen serpent as a stand in
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for the whole of the Old Law, to signal covenantal transfer. The pairing of the brazen
serpent with the crucifix on the pedestal is meant to show that the crucifix contains the
healing powers of the brazen serpent. But like the stained glass at Saint-Denis, the
Israelites are spiritually impaired and not able to see fully, which is rendered explicitly on
the base which labels the Israelites as “vulnerati” (translated as wounded/injured). Similar
to the Saint-Denis medallion, the Israelites look up, and in doing so, they gesture toward
their lost opportunity; perhaps had they put faith in Christ they would have been
spiritually healed.170
Nicholas of Verdun’s masterful Klosterneuburg altarpiece [Figs. 1.4 and 1.5],
made in 1181 for provost Wernher of Klosterneuburg and, like the cross base, rendered in
champlevé enamel, was originally built as a pulpit for the Benedictine Abbey in
Klosterneuburg near Vienna.171 After a fire in 1330, the work was rebuilt into an
altarpiece in triptych form with a handful of new scenes added to complete the new
shape. Old and New Testament scenes are arranged in three horizontal registers across
the altarpiece, totaling fifty-one scenes—seventeen images within each register—and
filling the entire altarpiece as it now stands. Each vertical column displays scenes related
to one another typologically, either through structural or iconographic similarities. In
contrast to the windows at Saint-Denis and the Saint-Bertin cross base, the
Klosterneuburg altarpiece is a lengthy cycle that narrates key Old and New Testament
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scenes in chronological order. The Bible itself is pictured on the altar as a digestible
narrative spread out across the surface. The program is arranged for the viewer to
interpret piece by piece, in a grid-like manner, perfect for reading.
In the Klosterneuburg altarpiece, the narrative and chronology of the Old
Testament scenes are meaningful for establishing explicit typological relationships,
where the new fulfills the old. Scripture is divided into three realms, that is, into three
temporal and spiritual stages with the key characters from each given biblical episode
represented. The upper register is labeled before the Law (ante legem), which outlines the
biblical events from God’s creation of the world to Noah’s ark, as well as the prophets
Elijah, Jonah, and Samson, up to Moses receiving the Tablets of Law with the Ten
Commandments at Mount Sinai. It depicts stories of the Israelites in the time before God
established the covenant with Moses. The bottom register is labeled “under the Law” (sub
lege) and represents Old Testament scenes, such as Moses receiving the Law on Mount
Sinai, King Solomon receiving the Queen of Sheba, and Jonah and the whale. The middle
register shows scenes from the New Testament, “under grace” (sub gratia), from the
Annunciation through the Last Judgment. The registers act in dialogue with one another:
the middle register represents the period under grace—after the coming of Christ—and
fulfills the Old Testament scenes at the top and bottom with visual/formal links tying the
scenes together, expressing typologies. In all three registers in the column furthest to the
right are scenes depicting Judgement Day and the end of time. For example, at the top the
coming of the Messiah into Jerusalem is represented, a scene of hell is depicted at the
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bottom, and Christ sits in judgment with angels blowing trumpets at the center.172 The
dedication inscription by the donor, Prior Rudiger, elucidates the exegesis of the tripartite
division of biblical history and invites the viewer to experience the work, that is to “seek”
the time before the Law, under the Law, and under grace.173
In terms of covenantal iconography showing the Mosaic covenant, Moses is
represented as receiving the Tablets of Law in the sub lege register [Fig. 1.5a]. A barefoot
Moses is depicted on an incline portraying Mount Sinai and reaches out his hands to
accept the Tablets of Law, represented as a banderole. Three angels announce the
presence of the scroll. Moses is not depicted in contemporary garb, but in archaizing
dress. The Latin words on the banderole derive from Deuteronomy 6:4, which affirms
faith in God: “The Lord your God is one Lord.” In the upper section, the depiction of
Noah’s ark [Fig. 1.5b] with the arrival of the dove forms a typological relationship with
the scene of Moses receiving the Law below it. The middle scene, the descent of the Holy
Spirit on Pentecost [Fig. 1.5c] fulfills both Old Testament moments with compositional
and iconographic correspondences to those two scenes, which foreshadow the descent of
the holy spirit. The emphasis on the importance of each Old and New Testament scene
within the larger narrative is underscored in the compositional similarities among the
three scenes, read vertically. Yet each event is also self-contained, within trefoil arches
flanking each scene. The altarpiece itself, used for holy communion, declaring the
salvation of Christ, would have activated the typological relationships expressed in the
Old and New Testament scenes. Yet, its initial use as a pulpit implies that it was the site
172
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where the word of God was announced, thus the Word—not the holy communion—
would have declared Christ’s salvation. In this way, we can consider the altarpiece’s
former liturgical use and related symbolism vis-à-vis the Jewish reading platform
(bimah), where the Torah as well as the mahzor would have been read in synagogue.
The distinct approaches to the relationship between the Old and New Law
demonstrated in the windows at Saint-Denis, the Saint-Bertin cross base, and the
Klosterneuburg altarpiece highlight nuanced approaches for framing the role of the
Hebrew scriptures in Christological salvation history. A key commonality is that the
objects/monuments not only actively engage with interpretations of the Old and New
Testament relationships, specifically the role of Old Law for Christianity, but also engage
the viewer/worshipper in navigating these complex relationships via text—either through
inscriptions as seen at Saint-Denis, through the shorter phrases and words embedded in
the biblical scenes on the Saint-Bertin base, or through the dedicatory inscriptions written
on the Klosterneuburg altarpiece. Just as medieval biblical exegetes were working
through new and different modes of interpreting the Bible, the artists and commissioners
of liturgical works of art in the twelfth century developed novel strategies for instructing
the viewer/worshipper in interpreting the Old and New Testaments. In so doing, they
formed a new textual and visual vocabulary that would continue to evolve throughout the
thirteenth century.
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The Real Presence of Christ: Crusades, Church, and Covenant
Devotional practices of the church in western Europe that evolved throughout the
thirteenth century highlight an increasing attention toward the Old Covenant.
Specifically, the belief that Christ’s body was literally present in the Eucharist spotlights
the Ark of the Covenant as a mode of framing and staging Christ’s real presence. While
long theological debates about the real presence in the Eucharist were formalized with the
Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, the seeds of these debates had been planted much earlier
in the Carolingian period.174 The broader (and earlier) context of the Crusades forms a
backdrop for understanding the changes to late medieval devotional practice, with
covenantal iconography at the forefront of such concerns.
The Crusades were a series of church-sanctioned, violent military campaigns
waged over two centuries (from 1095-1291).175 The key goal for the Roman Church was
ostensibly to free Jerusalem from Muslim control and to conquer the region—and thus
gain access to the shrines and sites associated with Jesus Christ, especially the church of
the Holy Sepulcher (first built 335 CE). This site was believed to contain Christ’s tomb,
the location of the Resurrection. Eternal salvation—the forgiveness of mortal sins—was
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promised to crusaders if they were to pilgrimage to Jerusalem and fight for the
“liberation” of the holy sites.
Most relevant to our discussion is the Fourth Crusade (1202-1204), which led not
to Jerusalem but to the Sack of Constantinople, the capital of Byzantium. Initially
conceived with the Holy Land as its target, the Venetians persuaded the assembled forces
to instead target their fellow Christians in Constantinople.176 What followed was the Sack
of 1204, in which many of the glorious treasures of the East were either destroyed or
stolen, and which caused an immense number of relics and reliquaries to flood into the
West, feeding into long-held Western desires for Eastern relics. What had begun as a
trickle after the earlier Crusades to Jerusalem (including the capture of Jerusalem in
1099) had now become a flood, and by the thirteenth century relics were more readily
available in the West.177 Significantly, the relics from the East purported to be the most
sacred for Christians: Passion relics believed to have been touched not only by Christ, but
to have figured in the very enactment of his salvific sacrifice.178 Such treasures demanded
care. The matter of protection and proper veneration was of great concern, and
consequently so too was the mode of displaying and containing the relics in reliquaries.179
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Liturgical practices centered on relics and the sacred host continued to change and
evolve with the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215.180 The Council supported the protection
of relics, specifically by promulgating a canon forbidding the exhibition of relics outside
reliquaries.181 More pertinent to our discussion is the Council’s changes to spiritual
practice, centered on the Eucharist. Specifically, Canon 1 states:
There is one Universal Church of the faithful, outside of which there is absolutely
no salvation. In which there is the same priest and sacrifice, Jesus Christ, whose
body and blood are truly contained in the sacrament of the altar under the forms
of bread and wine; the bread being changed (transsubstantio) by divine power
into the body, and the wine into the blood, so that to realize the mystery of unity
we may receive of Him what He has received of us. And this sacrament no one
can effect except the priest who has been duly ordained in accordance with the
keys of the Church, which Jesus Christ Himself gave to the Apostles and their
successors.182
This was the first articulation of the doctrine of transubstantiation, proclaiming that the
bread and wine in Mass underwent a true transformation with the Eucharistic elements
transformed into the blood and body of Christ. Christ’s physical being was interpreted as
present in the host, manifested as a tangible, real presence of Christ—even if invisible.183

and James Robinson, eds., Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics, and Devotion in Medieval
Europe, exh. cat. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010); Cynthia Hahn, The Reliquary
Effect: Enshrining the Sacred Object (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016); and Leone
Massimo, “Wrapping Transcendence: The Semiotics of Reliquaries,” Signs and Society 2, no. S1
(2014): S49-S83.
180
For further discussion see Hahn, Strange Beauty, 230-31.
181
Peter Halsall, ed., The Canons of the Fourth Lateran Council, 1215, via Fordham University
Medieval Sourcebook, accessed March 24, 2022, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/
basis/lateran4.asp, Canon 62.
182
Halsall, The Canons of the Fourth Lateran Council, Canon 1.
183
For the significance of the blood of Christ in Christian culture see: Carolyn Walker Bynum,
Wonderful Blood: Theology and Practice in Late Medieval Northern Germany and
Beyond (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007); and for a discussion of the changing
conceptions of the Eucharist see: Rubin, Corpus Christi.

93
In endorsing transubstantiation, the Fourth Lateran Council resolved the long-time
theological dispute about the nature of the Eucharist.184 Previously, in early medieval
Latin Christianity, the focus on Christ in terms of his corporeality was Christ as the
resurrected rather than as the Passion sufferer. In the thirteenth century Christ’s body was
front and center. Christ’s real presence in the Eucharist at the heart of Christian doctrine
was not only a conceptual shift.185 Rather, the belief that Christ was physically present in
the Eucharist—activated by the church priesthood—meant that access to communion
through consuming the host was more strongly regulated, which made possible stricter
standards around the worshipper’s spiritual standing for partaking in consuming the host.
Thus, the focal point became, instead, looking at the host rather than focusing on
consuming it.186
Practically, visual communion necessitated new visual practices around the sacred
host. While previously the priest held the host close to his chest with his back toward the
congregation, after the Fourth Lateran Council, the celebrant raised the host above his
head for congregants to see and to participate in a visual, rather than a corporeal,
communion. The elevation of the host was structured and staged as the climactic
moment. As a result of the increased visibility, the elevation of the host also needed to be
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mediated by the church and the priest. Thus the church itself underwent structural
changes to accommodate the visibility of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.
Choir screens and barriers were implemented to create hierarchies in viewing and
accessing the host. Smaller alcoves for congregants to worship were created within the
church with those spaces resembling the altar itself.187
The church itself, including its micro-spaces for worship, needed to properly stage
the worshipper’s devotional experience, centered on Christ’s real, material, presence.
This intentional staging was expressed in theological writings produced at the University
of Paris, where scholars, notably Peter Lombard (1096-1160), wrote and lectured about
the topic of venerating Christ. Such writings, which articulated questions about whether
the worshipper should venerate Christ’s corporeal presence or spiritual/divine essence,
were intricately connected to the newly-instituted tenets of real presence. A range of
strategies were needed for treating the presentation of the sacred contents in liturgical
art.188 One such strategy was the creation of a sacred space that evoked the Ark of the
Covenant in the Tabernacle/Temple in Jerusalem.
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Increasingly throughout the thirteenth century, it was specifically the locus
sanctus of the lost Jerusalem from the Hebrew Bible—the Temple/Tabernacle and Ark of
the Covenant—that was invoked for the design of the church and for the fabrication of
liturgical objects. The symbolism of the church and Christ, moreover, was becoming
increasingly centered on covenantal iconography: the Ark of the Covenant in
Jerusalem/the Tabernacle expressed the transformation of the Old to the New Covenant,
which took place during Mass, when the host became the living body of Christ. The body
of Christ replaced the Law that derived from the Tablets of Law housed in the Ark of the
Covenant in the Jerusalem Temple. This equation, specifically the typology of the New
replacing the Old is made explicitly clear, as Sarah Guérin argues, in the initial of the Te
Igitur found in the Cholet Missal (Paris, 1270-80) [Fig. 1.6], the introductory prayer to
the Mass that transforms the Eucharist into Christ’s real presence. Synagoga with her
falling crown and blindfolded eyes barely grasps the Tablets of Law. She is contrasted
with the upright Ecclesia, whose crown is planted firmly on her head with a sacrament
house prominently raised in her hands. Moreover, Ecclesia’s upright crucifix corrects
Synagoga’s bent standard. Through the prayer on the page, the sacrament house—
rendered with Gothic architectural elements—is represented as the Ark for the
manifestation of the New Covenant, the Eucharist. Christ’s real presence in the sacrament
house replaces the word of God from the Tablets of Law.189 Several Christian
commentators describe the church, reliquaries, and Christ in terms of the Ark of the
Covenant/Tabernacle/Jerusalem analogies. William Durandus (1230-96) in his Rationale
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divinorum officiorum, written circa 1286, compares the structure of the church and the
liturgical furniture within it to the Tabernacle and Temple. The text, following the words
of Paul to the Colossians (1:18), underscores the church as the body of Christ.190
As Sarah Guérin and Cynthia Hahn argue, in framing the real presence of Christ,
reliquaries from the thirteenth century were designed to evoke the Ark of the
Covenant/Tablets of Law iconography.191 The Polyptych of Floreffe [Fig. 1.7]
underscores this analogy.192 This reliquary was made to contain the pieces of the True
Cross donated by Baldwin IX after the 1204 Sack of Constantinople, and its production is
dated to soon after the True Cross bled in 1254. Angels with their wings open flank the
crucifix at the center, which contained the fragments of the True Cross. Those explicitly
crossed wings reflect the description from Exodus (25:20) that describes the cherubim
above the Tablets of Law in the Ark of the Covenant. The angels safeguarded the Tablets
of Law within the Ark of the Covenant. The negative space left by the wings of the
angels demarcated the mercy seat, in which God’s presence dwelled and from where he
spoke to Moses to instruct him in matters related to the commandments for the Israelites
(Exodus 25:21-22). The cherubim in the reliquary signify the holiness of God’s throne or
seat and transfer that highly revered status to the relic of the True Cross at the center of
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the reliquary. The visual rhetoric equates the mercy seat with the cross, both spaces from
which God issued the covenant. Furthermore, as Guérin argues, the tripartite arrangement
of the polyptych references the tripartite Old Testament relationship of the Tabernacle,
Ark of the Covenant, and Tablets of Law. The polyptych format paired with the cherubim
articulates visual and symbolic citations to the Old Covenant typology in order to instruct
the viewer to venerate the True Cross with utmost reverence and sacrality.193
The Sainte-Chapelle, built in Paris between 1243 and 1248 on the Île-de-laCité and commissioned by King Louis IX (r. 1225-1270), situates the covenantal
iconography—specifically the Ark of the Covenant and the Temple/Throne of
Solomon—as essential for staging Christ’s real presence while simultaneously advances
the political aims of the Capetian monarchy.194 Aside from serving as a majestic palace
chapel for Louis IX, Sainte-Chapelle was uniquely designed to house and safeguard the
Passion relics—all twenty-two of them—that Louis IX purchased in 1239 from his
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distant cousin and the Latin emperor of Constantinople, Baldwin II of Flanders (r. 12281261), following the Sack of Constantinople.195
The relics were safeguarded in the inventive and wondrous Grande Chasse [Figs.
1.8 and 1.9], a remarkable reliquary destroyed during the French Revolution, which Louis
IX commissioned for the chapel during its construction and planning stages. Lavishly
wrought from precious materials, the Grande Chasse was located at the east end of the
chapel and was raised on a platform well above viewing level.196 An elaborate Gothic
baldachin enclosed the reliquary, framing it and creating space around it. A tribune
screen with three arches flanked the baldachin, setting the Grande Chasse as set apart
from the rest of the chapel, and reinforcing its position at the heart of the sacred space.
The reliquary itself was placed on an innovative base that allowed the entire Chasse to
swivel toward the west end for viewing. Two staircases within the baldachin allowed
access to the Chasse platform. The entire space, resplendent with immense stained glass
windows, has been compared to a reliquary itself, a “supershrine,” with the ethereal
sanctuary turned inward, as observed by Robert Branner.197 The chapel was divided into
two smaller vertical chapels: the upper one was reserved for the Passion relics and the
royal court, while the lower chapel served as a sort of parish church for the palace staff
and community. The stained glass windows in the upper chapel were filled with Old and
New Testament scenes [Fig. 1.10]: biblical episodes from Genesis through Numbers
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appear on the north and south walls, Incarnation and Passion scenes are depicted in the
chevet, and finally the sequence culminates with the history of the Passion relics and
Apocalypse, represented in the west rose window.198
The upper chapel, where the Passion relics were protected and displayed, uses
covenantal iconography—specifically invoking the Ark of the Covenant, and the royal
lineage and consecration of Old Testament kings—to divinely legitimize King Louis IX’s
crusading mission. Just six weeks after the dedication of Sainte-Chapelle in 1248, Louis
IX embarked on the Seventh Crusade to Jerusalem. Establishing spiritual and physical
connections between Paris and the Holy Land was integral to Louis IX’s crusading
ambitions; practically speaking, too, he needed to gather resources to support the
Crusade.199 Furthermore, as Daniel Weiss has argued, because Sainte-Chapelle was built
specifically to house the Passion relics from Jerusalem, the royal chapel itself needed to
be constructed as a locus sanctus within Paris—Paris as the new Jerusalem. Weiss
demonstrates how the Capetians, in renewing the covenant with Sainte-Chapelle standing
in for Solomon’s palace in Jerusalem, established themselves as the new chosen people in
Paris.200
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In the Old Testament lancet windows, the Ark of the Covenant is equated with the
Grande Chasse, just as Louis IX is associated with Joshua. The windows tell the biblical
story of Joshua, the military leader selected by God to succeed Moses and to be the leader
of Israelites entering the Holy Land. The story begins with Joshua’s appointment as
Moses’ successor (Deuteronomy, 31:1–8; 34:9). The transfer of power is symbolized by
Moses giving the Law to Joshua [Fig. 1.11].201 The window culminates with Joshua’s
dominance over Canaan and his eradication of idolatry.202 Joshua’s divinely chosen
leadership is emphasized in several panels: one shows God speaking to Joshua [Fig.
1.12], and another window depicts God giving Joshua a sword for battle. Joshua, with his
consecrated leadership and military success, was thus a perfect parallel for King Louis
IX, a crusader king and divine right monarch. Louis IX and his crusading mission were
legitimized and endorsed by the representation of Joshua as a divine military leader.
In one particularly compelling example, Joshua is depicted carrying the Ark of the
Covenant across the Jordan River [Fig. 1.13]. Four poles support the ark, and Joshua is
accompanied by five priests. The barefoot and crowned Joshua offers a visual precursor
to the scene of a similarly barefoot and crowned King Louis, carrying the reliquary of the
Crown of Thorns. The Passion relics, supported by four poles, echo the appearance of the
Ark of the Covenant held by Joshua [Fig. 1.14].203 As underscored by past scholars, the
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Passion relics were the equivalent, in modern terms, to the Ark of the Covenant, because
the Ark was infused with the most tangible presence of God in the mercy seat, while the
relics were imbued with Christ’s real presence in their reliquaries.204
Yet the symbolism of the windows not only draw parallels between the reliquaries
and the Ark of the Covenant, but also underscores themes of royal consecration, asserting
Louis’ authority as rooted in the Old Testament divine lineage. The imagery and
arrangement of the upper chapel, which brings together the Old Testament figures
(specifically centered on themes of consecration and the Ark of the Covenant) with New
Testament figures and Capetian royalty, forges explicit connections between Jerusalem
and Sainte-Chapelle. Just as Joshua succeeded Moses, the window suggests that Louis
IX’s Crusade has made Paris into a New Jerusalem, following the same Christian pattern
of succession that replaced the Old Law with the New.
In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we can see a shared focus on guiding the
viewer/worshipper to decode the Old and New Testament narratives. Whereas in the
twelfth century the viewer was instructed through inscriptions—as seen in previously
discussed monuments and works of art—the above-mentioned thirteenth-century case
studies invite and insert the medieval viewer into the scene. At Sainte-Chapelle, the
French monarchy is depicted within the stained glass windows, intermingled with the Old
Testament and New Testament figures. Leaders of Israel are dressed as Capetian kings,
holding scepters crowned with the French emblem of sovereignty, the fleur-de-lis.
Religious artworks and architecture of the thirteenth century, such as Sainte-Chapelle and
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the True Cross reliquaries, including the Polyptych of Floreffe, attest to a new
emphasis—not only on covenantal transfer but also on covenantal renewal, with Christ’s
real presence at the forefront. This renewal is achieved through the full and glittering
portrayal of the Western medieval Christian Church as the new chosen people, with their
Gothic spaces as the new Jerusalem, and with their reliquaries as the new era Ark of the
Covenant. Christ’s real presence (in the relics) replaced the Tablets of the Law, and the
reliquaries or monstrances fashioned to bear the sacred objects were equated with the Ark
of the Covenant. This substitution is made explicit in the scene of Louis IX carrying
Christ’s Crown of Thorns, which harkens back, and makes a direct parallel to the earlier
scene of Joshua carrying the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem. The ancient Ark of the
Covenant becomes the Gothic Grande Chasse. Christ’s presence in True Cross
reliquaries, such as the Polyptych of Floreffe, is invoked through the cherubic figures
from the Ark of the Covenant framed within Gothic architecture. This new focus surely
evolved, in part, from the innovative artistic and typological frameworks established in
the monuments and works of art in the twelfth century, which sought to tease out the
relationship between the Old and New Testaments for achieving covenantal transfer and
for narrating Christological salvation history. The thirteenth century makes this history a
tangible and present reality, actively and palpably connecting the (Capetian) present and
Christ’s real presence to the most profound divine space of God’s presence from Hebrew
scripture.
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The University of Paris, the Talmud Trials, and the Covenant
Even as Sainte-Chapelle was being built, contemporary matters—notably the
Talmud trials of the late 1230s and secular knowledge newly available at the University
of Paris—began problematizing and complicating the typological relationships between
the Old and New Law seen in the preceding century.205 Even before the Talmud trials
began, there were growing concerns centered on new secular forms of knowledge at the
University of Paris.
Just as translations of Hebrew texts were becoming more widely available and
subject to broader scholarly study at the University of Paris, so were the translated
philosophical texts of Aristotle, as well as Islamic commentaries on those texts. The new
accessibility of these works coincided with the founding of the University in the late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.206 A concern grew—already in evidence by the
early thirteenth century—that such texts were “secularizing” the university, specifically
that Aristotle’s texts and the accompanying commentaries of scholars such as Avicenna
and Averroës, were heretical to Christian beliefs. Subsequently, Pope Gregory IX first
banned the teaching of Aristotle’s natural philosophy texts, first in 1210, and then again
in 1215. The ban was renewed for a third time in 1231, with the Pope organizing a
committee to assess these works. All these concerns ultimately led to subsequent
condemnations in 1270 and 1277, a period which saw a heightened ban on certain
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medieval theological texts, the treatises of Aristotle as well as Aristotelian
philosophers.207 As discussed in the earlier section on Christians interpreting the Hebrew
Bible, Jewish literal exegesis had a major influence on the University curriculum in this
period, particularly the Jewish philosophical approach of Maimonides (Moses ben
Maimon, 1138-1204). 208 Significantly, the writings of Maimonides were deeply
influenced by Aristotelian thought, so the inclusion of these texts in the curriculum
caused controversy at the University (and, significantly, for Jews, too).209 Thus, Jewish
learning and Judaism became associated with heretical secular knowledge that was
perceived as threatening the University and as heretical to proper Christian teachings.
It was against this backdrop of growing concerns and controversy about secular
knowledge at the University of Paris that the lavish Bibles moralisées (moralized bibles)
were produced in the early thirteenth century. Such manuscripts underscore changing
assertions of Christian attitudes toward the Old Law and the role of the Israelites/Jews in
relation to Hebrew scriptures. These luxurious objects were intended as diplomatic gifts,
commissioned by the court/king, and they reflected royal agendas. Intricately tied to
notions of education, they were feats of theological, as well as artistic, prowess. Except
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for the frontispiece, each page of a Bible moralisée takes a similar form. A given page
contains eight roundels illustrating four biblical scenes and a matching moralization,
indicating how the episode was meant to be interpreted in the contemporary world. The
eight roundels are arranged in two columns with four medallions in each column and a
paraphrase of the biblical texts accompanies each of the roundels. The images and texts
are arranged in vertical pairs, that is, the first two medallions of each column form one
pair, with the bottom two medallions forming a second. The first pair depicts a biblical
scene, while the lower pair is a contemporary commentary on that biblical episode and
text. The text next to the top scene usually begins with the word “here,” effectively
summarizing for the reader/viewer the episodes that unfold in the medallions. The
manuscripts are unique in offering the viewer a range of interpretations on how to
interpret the biblical event and elucidation in a contemporary context.210
Sara Lipton has examined the lavishly illuminated Old French Bible moralisée
and the Vienna Latin Bible moralisée.211 She situates the manuscripts in the context of
contemporaneous anxieties over the increasingly secular forms of knowledge at the
University of Paris, and an emerging Christian perception of the Talmud as challenging
the Augustinian claim that Jews were the guardians of the Old Law. Lipton’s thorough
examination of the manuscripts reveal how imagery of Jews, in relation to Hebrew
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scriptures, articulates new Christian attitudes toward, and (in)tolerance of, medieval Jews
in western Europe in response to these historical movements. Lipton elucidates the range
of visual strategies used to respond to these concerns, and she demonstrates how the
Bibles moralisées offer novel and varied interpretations of contemporary Jews in relation
to the Old Law. Notably, throughout the manuscripts Jews are represented as following
the letter of the Law but not its spirit; they abide by the Law without themselves engaging
in hermeneutics. Alternatively, they are represented as misinterpreting the true meaning
of Hebrew scriptures or outright desecrating it.
In the Old French Bible moralisée and the Vienna Latin Bible moralisée, a page
of illustrations and texts in each manuscript highlights the analogy between the Jew and a
wicked/heretical scholar at the University of Paris, distracted from true Christian faith
because of greed, lust, or secular learning. As Katherine Tachau discusses, the page that
illustrates the Israelites complaining about the manna—the miraculous gift from God that
provided the Israelites with nourishment in the desert—in both manuscripts [Figs. 1.15
and 1.16] serves as a warning to the scholar who forgoes spiritual pursuits for worldly
ones—money, vanity, and philosophical and astrological learning.212 For example, in the
Old French Bible moralisée (fol. 31r) [Fig. 1.16], at the top left in the first pair of images,
Israelites complain to Moses about the manna. At least two Israelites vomit, and one
figure wastefully spills manna from a jug. In the accompanying contemporary roundel, a
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church with a money bag hanging off it replaces Moses seated on the throne.213 In front
of the church—and serving as the object of veneration for some of the monks depicted—
is a woman looking at herself in a mirror. Symbols of vanity and greed have thus
replaced Moses—the divine bearer of the Old Law—and members of the clergy (as
evident by their tonsures), stand in for the Israelites. The monks drop their divine books,
forgoing their sacred learning for earthly pleasures. In the next pair of roundels, the
Israelites are inundated with quails (Numbers 11:30-32). In the accompanying scene
monks at a festival table are distracted by earthly delights and dancing damsels; the page
makes explicit its moralizing message for the clergy. In the next pair, God strikes the
Israelites with lightning and in the corresponding roundel, the figures are stricken by an
overabundance of material goods, with some gluttonous figures dying at the table. In the
final set of images, the roundel illustrates the biblical episode where Moses’ sister
Miriam and brother Aaron speak negatively of Moses (for his marrying a Cushite
woman). The image shows Miriam attempting to divide the two brothers. In the
corresponding scene, Synagoga replaces Miriam, raising her hand in rejection of Christ
and turning instead toward the philosophers, seemingly speaking ill of Christ and
rejecting his teaching in favor of secular learning.214
While the images lack explicit covenantal iconography, such as the Tablets of the
Law or the Ark of the Covenant, as seen at Saint-Denis and Sainte-Chapelle, anxieties
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about the protection of the Old Testament—which at that very moment was being
increasingly overshadowed and threatened by the Talmud and Jewish philosophy—were
likewise central to the medallions and texts in the Bibles moralisées. At the same time,
internal developments—such as the wider accessibility and study of philosophical and
science-related texts—from within the Christian community were seen as threats to the
Christian faith. Such current concerns are juxtaposed and intertwined with biblical and
contemporary images as well as texts to demonstrate, at its core, covenantal concerns
wholeheartedly focused on attaining a union, a covenant so to speak, with the divine in
the sacred service of salvation.

Conclusion: The Talmud on Trial
The Christian awareness of the Talmud as a form of Jewish learning began in the
early thirteenth century, coinciding with the new forms of secular knowledge circulating
at the University of Paris and with the above-mentioned Bibles moralisées. Initially, it
was a source of mockery, because it was not the authentic text of the Tablets of Law. But
this attitude changed in 1236, when the apostate Nicholas Donin of La Rochelle
approached the court of Pope Gregory IX (r. 1227-41) in Rome. Nicholas Donin had been
excommunicated from the Jewish community for heterodox views, languished outside a
faith community for nearly a decade, and then converted from Judaism to Christianity. At
the papal court, he argued that the Talmud was pernicious to Christianity and brought to
the court’s attention a list of thirty-five accusations against the Talmud in the form of an
anthology comprised of Donin’s Latin translations of Talmud fragments. Donin’s
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accusations claimed that the Talmud was a threat to the Old Testament, to Christianity,
and thus was heresy.
Following Donin’s testimony, Pope Gregory IX sent letters to Christian leaders
throughout western Europe, seeking to begin a full-blown examination of Donin’s
evidence.215 Of all the leaders, only Louis IX, the same patron of Sainte-Chapelle,
replied. Louis IX was the sole monarchial leader who took Donin’s arguments seriously,
and he even engaged the University of Paris to aid in the investigations. Louis IX’s
mother, dowager Queen Blanche of Castile (1188-1252), led the first Talmud trial in
1240 within the palace precincts, inextricably connecting the French monarchy to the
trial.216 The Christian jury sided with Donin over Rabbi Yehiel of Paris (d. c. 1268), and
copies of the Talmud were subsequently burned in 1241/42 in Paris.217
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Aside from fueling persistent persecution against Jewish communities, the
Talmud trials altered the Christian perception of contemporary Jews (and thus Israelites)
in relation to the Hebrew Bible (the Christian Old Testament). Specifically, the
realization that Jews adhered to additional texts to a great extent overturned previous
conceptions of the Jews as simply guardians of Hebrew scriptures. Moreover, Jewish
attention to the Talmud, perceived by Christians to take precedence over Hebrew
scriptures, posed a threat to Christianity and specifically undermined the long-held
Augustinian belief that Jews were tolerable in Christendom because they preserved and
protected the Old Law. With this belief shattered, Christians now needed to reevaluate
their understanding of the role of Jews in Christian society—far from protecting the Old
Law, contemporary Jews and the Talmud were now seen as actively threatening it. At the
same time, Jewish communities were actively reconciling their own day-to-day
observance of Mosaic law with their increasingly serious attention to the Talmud as a
guidebook for their everyday lives, and as an embodiment of their continued connection
to the Mosaic covenant.
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Chapter Two: From Moses to Medieval Ashkenaz: Jews and the Covenant
Introduction
As discussed in the previous chapter, the Christian Church grew in power over the
course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in western Europe, producing a flourishing
of rigorous biblical exegesis. Roughly contemporaneously, Jews were increasingly
populating northern Europe—medieval Ashkenaz—where they expanded their presence
and formed vibrant centers of biblical interpretation and talmudic scholarship that have
significantly influenced Jewish learning up through the present day.218 Even as growing
medieval Ashkenazic Jewish communities were admired for their biblical knowledge,
they were subject to persecution, victimized because of their difference, and attacked for
the ways in which their current practices—especially their study of Talmud—
overshadowed or even undermined their Augustinian-prescribed role as the guardians
over the Christians’ Old Testament, specifically Mosaic law. With this context in mind,
this chapter departs from Christian interpretations of the Jewish connection to the Mosaic
covenant and instead reveals how Jews conceptualized their own relationship to the
covenant vis-à-vis biblical history and contemporary practice.
The first section discusses sacred spaces of the covenant, specifically the ancient
Temple(s) in Jerusalem and, relatedly, the Tabernacle in the wilderness, as guiding tropes
in the Jewish liturgical life of medieval Ashkenaz.219 Just as metaphors centered on
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Jerusalem were essential to the medieval Christian Church, as seen in the previous
section, such analogies were equally fundamental to Jewish communities in medieval
Ashkenaz.220 The first section highlights how connections to the Temple/Tabernacle—
specifically to the Tablets of Law safeguarded within the ancient Temple and previously
located in the Tabernacle—assumed a particular immediacy and relevance in medieval
Ashkenaz as a result of heightened messianic expectations in 1240.221 In liturgical
manuscripts from this period in medieval Ashkenaz, the word of God is visualized and
framed by iconography that makes deliberate references to the sacred spaces of the
covenant. I argue that covenantal iconography served two main purposes in this period,
first, to evoke the divine presence of God from the destroyed Tabernacle/Temple, and
second, to transfer God’s presence to the visual, liturgical, and built environment of the
contemporary religious spaces of medieval Ashkenaz. This argument will be continued in
Chapter Five, which focuses on the ways in which the illuminations for the Shavuot
liturgy not only invoke God’s presence but engage with practices that make God’s image
present in the mind’s eye, practices which similarly draw on the Ark of the
Covenant/Torah ark analogies prevalent in medieval Ashkenaz.
Moving from sacred spaces to sacred texts, the second section of this chapter
complicates the notion that the only sacred text guiding medieval Jews was the Torah and
Mosaic law within it—a misconception essential to medieval Christians’ perception of
their Jewish neighbors. Rather, this section examines the central role of post-biblical and
contemporary texts in guiding medieval Ashkenazic religious practices, and,
220
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significantly, the belief that those texts were equally derived from Mosaic law. I explore
the relationship between Jewish texts as first developed by ancient and early medieval
rabbinical authorities and as transmitted to medieval Ashkenaz. Two schools of learning
within medieval Jewish practice serve as the focal point for investigating covenantal
connections in medieval Ashkenaz: the Tosafists (talmudic glossators, fl. twelfththirteenth century) and the Hasidei Ashkenaz (German Pietists; fl. Rhineland, twelfththirteenth century). These two movements are representative of two contemporary but
divergent responses to reconciling biblical law and tradition with present practice. Taken
together, the movements serve as a microcosm of medieval Ashkenazic Jewish beliefs
around interpreting scripture and the (sometimes differing) interpretative methods used to
decipher and adhere to biblical law and to the divine word of God.

Sacred Spaces of the Covenant in Medieval Ashkenaz
To understand how covenantal iconography in medieval Ashkenaz served as a
metaphor—a microcosm so to speak—for the ancient Temple in Jerusalem, we need to
first understand what the Temple in Jerusalem signified for Jews and the impact of its
destruction on Jewish life in the Diaspora. There were two Temples. According to
tradition, the First Temple, which is described in 1 Kings (verses 5-8), was believed to
have been built on Mount Moriah by King Solomon (r. circa 970-930 BCE) after his
father King David had captured Jerusalem. 222 The First Temple was modeled after the
Tabernacle, a temporary, tent-like, and portable house of worship—the indwelling of God
222
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as well as the site where the Ark of the Covenant was safeguarded—that the Israelites
constructed while wandering in the wilderness (Exodus 25–31; 35–40). The First Temple
was destroyed in 586 BCE by the Babylonians, when they defeated the kingdom of Judah
and forced the Jews into exile in Babylonia.223 After the Jews returned to Jerusalem under
the leadership of the Achaemenid King of Kings, Cyrus the Great (c. 590-529 BCE), they
began to build the Second Temple. Ezekiel is said to have laid out the plans for the new
Temple (Ezekiel 40-48), Judah the Maccabee (190-160 BCE) rededicated the Temple (1
Maccabees: 4-6), and King Herod (c. 74-4 BCE), the King of Judah, renovated the façade
of the magnificent structure. The Second Temple, which stood for around 585 years, was
completely destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE.224 The Temple implements were looted,
and paraded as booty back to Rome. Both the First and Second Temples were communal
buildings that structured and unified the community, and significantly, they served as
centralized places of worship—the holiest sacred space—for Jews.225 The Temples were
the sacred spaces, because God’s presence, the notion of the Shekhinah, to be further
discussed in Chapter Five, dwelled in the Temple, specifically in the space called the
Holy of Holies, where the Ark of the Covenant safeguarded the Tablets of Law kept
within it (Exodus 25-31; 35-4).
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The destruction of both Temples shattered Jewish ritual practices as they were
then known, and fundamentally transformed Jewish life.226 In both the sixth century BCE
and in the first century CE, Jews were forced to adapt to life without a Temple and
needed to adjust their religious practices to a life without a centralized communal and
religious space. Synagogues were “substitutes” for the Temple; with the destruction of
the Second Temple in the first century CE, prayer replaced sacrifice-based worship in the
Temple, among many other post-Temple liturgical and ceremonial changes.227 It was no
longer possible to practice the rituals as described in scripture. The notion of custom
(minhag) began to evolve, making room for variations in forms of religious practice
throughout different Jewish communities across the Diaspora. By the time of medieval
Ashkenaz, as Jews began increasingly to disperse throughout western Europe, each
community led its own worship and authored its own rabbinical opinions on biblical law,
also called Written Law.228
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Although the Temple was destroyed, the Jewish communities in medieval
Ashkenaz believed that the presence of God (Shekhinah) from the Temple was
transferred to their synagogues.229 The symbolism of the Tablets of Law as a site of
God’s presence was infused into every aspect of religious life from liturgical tropes, to
the architecture of the synagogues, to the art used in those spaces, and, especially, the
ceremonies focused on the Torah. Liturgy and imagery centered on the Temple was
woven into the fabric of medieval Jewish life, as a way of articulating divine presence.
The imagery and liturgical-based expressions of the Temple were not only concentrated
solely on nostalgic longings for the past, but also focused wholeheartedly on anticipating
a future rebuilding of the Temple with the coming of the Messiah. Jewish communities—
well before the Middle Ages and in the immediate aftermath of the Temples’
destruction—fasted and mourned regularly over its destruction.230 But they also prayed
for the rebuilding of the Temple and the reinstitution of the ritual practices that once took
place there.
These messianic expectations reached a new height in medieval Ashkenaz,
specifically in the year 1240 (5000 in the Hebrew calendar and the beginning of the sixth
millennium). It was widely believed in medieval Ashkenaz that the Messiah would arrive
before this year. The belief stemmed from the Talmud’s discussion of the 6000 years of
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the world. The arrival of the Messiah would correspond to the six days of God’s creation
of the world (Exodus 20: 8-11).; each of those six days corresponds to a millennium, and
within the 6000 years of the world, there were 2000 years of chaos, 2000 years of law,
and 2000 years of the messianic period.231 The messianic era was expected to arrive in
the year 4000 and no later than 4999, that is, 1240 in the Gregorian calendar.232 There
were a variety of opinions on what the messianic era would look like, specifically the
form ritual practices in the future Temple would take, and whether the Temple itself
would be restored.233
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Hopes for the Messiah and his imminent arrival were palpable across Europe
among Jewish communities in the High Middle Ages. Religious practice and
contemporary matters, including mounting persecution, ongoing immigration, and
preparations for penitence, were discussed in relation to the coming of the Messiah.234
Acts of martyrdom, tied to the Crusades as a (tragic) mode of rejecting conversion to
Christianity, were ascribed to the forthcoming messianic period, meant to be carried out
for the coming of the Messiah.235 To prepare for that arrival, moreover, Jewish scholars
studied precise descriptions of the historical Temple and its long-lost ritual implements.
At the same time, Christian communities increasingly turned their attention to Jerusalem.
Especially from the end of the eleventh century, new Crusades were directed toward
conquering the holy sites in Jerusalem—the same sites important to Jewish communities
(and also to Muslim communities). Christian cities of western Europe modeled their
grand cathedrals on a Heavenly Jerusalem.236 Sacred matter brought back from the
Crusades and housed in the new cathedrals spoke to the topography and sacredness of
Jerusalem. Surely, the renewed Christian interest in Jerusalem as a holy site fueled the
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parallel heightened messianic expectations already prevalent in Jewish communities
throughout medieval Ashkenaz.237
A range of liturgical manuscripts from medieval Ashkenaz visualize these
messianic expectations. The Bird’s Head Haggadah from southern Germany (c. 1300)
serves as a particularly useful example for understanding the perceived immediacy of the
messianic period.238 In the image for the prayer at the conclusion of the Seder “Within the
coming year, [may we be] in Jerusalem,” (Le-shanah ha-ba’ah b’Iyerushalyim) a Gothic
structure in the upper register faces the prayer on the opposite folio (fol. 22v) [Fig.
2.1].239 Gilded bird-shaped weathervanes decorate the soaring structure, rendered with
crocketed pinnacles, crenellated towers, a single flying buttress, and the tre- and
quatrefoil tracery typical of the Gothic cathedrals then dotting the landscape of the
Rhineland. A medieval Jewish figure—marked as such by the cone-shaped hat known as
the Jewish hat (Judenhut)—appears bird-headed with an eagle-beaked face.240 He stands
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bowed—a sign of reverence—inside the pointed archway. The word Yerushalyim,
Jerusalem, is written in Hebrew above the flying buttress. The fact that the structure is
clearly Gothic—the architectural style of this particular moment—when paired with its
label (Jerusalem) and the redemptive liturgy on the folio makes it clear that Jews in
medieval Ashkenaz believed that the Temple would be imminently restored in
Jerusalem.241 As Marc Michael Epstein points out, although the typical phrasing of the
blessing is the traditional Passover yearning for “Next year in Jerusalem,” in the Bird’s
Head Haggadah page we have been examining, it is phrased “Within the coming year,
[may we be] in Jerusalem,” drawing attention to the urgency and immediacy of the
messianic beliefs. This textual adjustment explicitly calls attention to the imminent hope
of a restored Temple in Jerusalem.242
The five figures in the Bird’s Head Haggadah composition further support this
assertion. One figure in the pointed arch gestures to the four figures below. The four
lower four figures, also bird-headed, are all dressed in cloaks and point to the structure
above. These figures are traveling to Jerusalem and symbolize Jewish communities
gathering from the four corners of the earth at the time of redemption, as Epstein points
out.243 The representation of the four figures alludes to the four corners of the earth from
Isaiah 11:12: “He will hold up a signal to the nations and assemble the banished of Israel,
and gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.” The figures are
about to enter the rebuilt Temple, which here takes the form of a Gothic structure,
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descending as if from heaven, reflecting Ashkenazic beliefs about the immediacy of the
messianic era. On the facing page, another figure, without a cloak and seemingly
alienated from the group, also points upwards to the messianic Temple. Blocked by the
bifurcation of the page, the figure can only reach out his hands, longing for Jerusalem. To
the viewer’s right of this figure, a man (bird-headed again) sits on a bench and holds a red
goblet, symbolic of the Prophet Elijah’s cup of wine. The full cup—one for the future—
remains untouched to honor Elijah when he ultimately arrives to herald the messianic era
(1 Kings). In the Seder service that cup (for Elijah) is filled just before the blessing on
this folio would be read. The image of the Temple rebuilt rendered with Gothic
architectural language—contextualized within the liturgy of Passover and paired with
Elijah’s cup—signals the imminent arrival of both the prophet, and the messianic era he
will usher in.
Depictions of the heavenly Temple as a contemporary, Gothic structure was not
the only manifestation of messianic expectations expressed in medieval Ashkenaz.
Another form of connecting to and visualizing the sacred spaces—the Tabernacle and the
Temple—that framed (and safeguarded) the covenant can be seen in the Duke of Sussex
Pentateuch (c. 1300, southern Germany), where, on three separate folios, sacred
architectural spaces are intertwined with the word of God, a representation of His
presence from the mercy seat above the Ark of the Covenant.244 Each frontispiece at the

244

For a short discussion on the Tabernacle images in the Duke of Sussex Pentateuch see: Marc
Michael Epstein, ed., Skies of Parchment, Seas of Ink: Jewish Illuminated Manuscripts
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 50-53. For the discussion on the Leviticus image in
particular see: Epstein, The Medieval Haggadah, 56-57. For a discussion of the manuscript and
its stylistic attributes (in relation to the Lake Constance school) see: Sarit Shalev-Eyni, Jews

122
beginning of each of the five books of the Torah (the Pentateuch) is elaborately
illustrated. Following the order of the books, the frontispiece for the book of Leviticus
[Fig. 2.2] shows the first word of the book inscribed within a short-hand representation of
the curtain of the Tabernacle. The pattern of alternating lions and eagles on the depiction
of the curtain in the folio corresponds to the biblical description of the Tabernacle curtain
and especially of the talmudic commentaries upon it.245 The key verses for the rabbinic
interpretations state (Exodus 26:1; 36):
As for the tabernacle, make it of ten strips of cloth; make these of fine twisted
linen, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, with a design of cherubim worked into
them (ma-aseh hoshev).
You shall make a screen for the entrance of the Tent, of blue, purple, and crimson
yarns, and fine twisted linen, done in embroidery (ma-aseh rokem).
Epstein argues that the curtain on the Leviticus frontispiece for the Duke of Sussex
Pentateuch represents the talmudic commentary on the Tabernacle, specifically the view
of Rashi, that is, that ma-aseh rokem means a lion on one side and ma-aseh hoshev means
an eagle on the other side. The two pillars depicted on the folio—rendered specifically as
marble columns with foliate capitals and not as contemporary towers—may represent two
of the four pillars that held up the curtain in the Tabernacle (Exodus 27:16). Encountering
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the image before we read the passage from Leviticus that follows, we thus enter the inner
sanctuary of the Tabernacle.
The first word on the page, Vayikra (“God called”) refers to God’s divine call to
Moses, a call originating from the Tabernacle. The rest of the verse reads: “God called
Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting.” The Israelites are encamped at
Mount Sinai, and God speaks to Moses from the temporary, textile Tabernacle, whence
He delivers further laws for Moses to relay to the Israelites, specifically on how the
Israelites should worship in the Tabernacle, including the specific types of offerings they
should bring to the Tabernacle and the laws related to purity and impurity. The word
itself Vayikra (“God called”) refers to God’s voice, His divine presence. God is situated
within the Tabernacle, as signaled by the phrase “…from the Tent of Meeting.” The word
of God hovering before the Tabernacle curtain and columns refers to God’s call and
presence emanating from that structure. The architectural frame around the curtain,
moreover, is rendered with Gothic elements, notably trefoil arches, fleurons and crockets
crowning a central gable. The Tabernacle and curtain are thus placed in the present
moment with those flourishes common to the contemporary architectural style of western
Europe.
The frontispiece for the book of Numbers (Bamidbar) in the same manuscript
(fol. 179v) [Fig. 2.3], the fourth book of the Pentateuch, firmly places the Tabernacle,
even more than the previous image, in the medieval world. The image shows four figures
surrounding the Hebrew word vayidaber, “God spoke”; as with Leviticus, it is the first
word of the book. The four figures are dressed as medieval knights (wearing chain mail
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covered by a sleeveless surcoat) and stand beneath a gilded Gothic structure adorned with
crockets and fleurons. Each knight holds a banner bearing symbols representing the tribes
of Israel: a lion for Judah at the top (Genesis 49:9), an eagle for Reuben (Genesis 49:3
midrash), a bull representing Ephraim (Deuteronomy 33:17), and a serpent symbolizing
Dan (Genesis 49:17). These figures allude to the description of the tribes gathering
around the Tabernacle as described in Numbers 2: “The children of Israel shall pitch by
their fathers’ houses; every man with his own standard, according to the ensigns; a good
way off shall they pitch round about the tent of meeting.” The Tabernacle is not
represented, but is instead evoked through the word at center. The four figures
surrounding the central word with their ensigns, moreover, signal that the word is a
shorthand representation of the Tabernacle. In place of the Tabernacle, God’s voice
(Vayidaber; “God spoke”) occupies the center of the composition, explicitly connecting
the Tabernacle to the word of God and His divine call to Moses from His in-dwelling in
the Tabernacle, the “tent of meeting.”246 The Gothic architecture and the medieval
knights pictured on the page underscore that the Tabernacle is now rooted in the medieval
world, present when the Jewish worshipper would have opened the page of this
Pentateuch just before reading from the book of Numbers. They would have seen
themselves as protecting the divine word as Tabernacle.
Moving to the frontispiece in the same manuscript for the book of Deuteronomy
(Devarim), the image (fol. 238v) [Fig. 2.4] presents the commandments of the Torah
within a structure that alludes to the Temple itself. The book of Deuteronomy is known
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as the “repetition of the Law” (Mishneh HaTorah) because it recounts the Israelites’
forty-years of wandering in the wilderness; it also reviews the laws that were delivered to
the Israelites at Mount Sinai, underscoring the importance of abiding by the laws.247 The
frontispiece for Deuteronomy is rendered as an ornate, fantastical, Gothic architectural
structure replete with towers, crenellations, crockets, fleurons, and rosette windows.
The arch of the structure encloses two “images” on the folio: the gilded first
word of the book of Deuteronomy and below an elephant in a hexagram, a six-pointed
star. The first word is “These” (Eleh) from the first verse of Deuteronomy which reads:
“These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan...”
(1:1). The demonstrative pronoun “these” refers to the Law itself as delivered by God to
Moses at Mount Sinai and the word on the page introduces the divine laws about to be
reviewed. The architectural structure not only frames the word, but the shape of
architectural space is molded to fit the Hebrew letter forms: an arch follows the elegant
ascender of the letter lamed. The Gothic architectural structure frames the divine word,
ushering in the Mosaic laws and the text of the Torah to follow. Below, the six-pointed
star encircling an elephant with a howdah on its back symbolizes the Torah itself
according to Jewish literary works written in the twelfth and thirteenth century.248 The
hexagram was interpreted as a magical symbol in the Middle Ages, and by the fourteenth
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century, it was associated with the Torah and its protective potential.249 The elephant, as a
symbol of the Torah, along with the first word of Deuteronomy, thus advertises the text
that follows the opening for the book of Deuteronomy. The Gothic structure with the
elephant within it, echoes the function of the Torah ark as a sacred container, a
tabernacle, for the Torah, creating a parallel between Gothic architecture and the
Tabernacle. The soaring towers signal the imminence of the Temple’s rebuilding; the use
of medieval architecture roots the Ashkenazic messianic beliefs within the present
moment. Enshrining the introduction to the commandments in the Torah, moreover, the
image establishes the continuity of the Law in the messianic era.
Taken together, the three frontispieces exemplify the progression of the transfer of
God’s presence from the Tabernacle to the Temple to medieval Ashkenaz. In the
frontispieces for Leviticus and Numbers we see the presence of God depicted in the form
of the divine call (the Tabernacle), but in Deuteronomy the presence of God takes the
form of the Torah itself (and the commandments within it), here situated within a Gothic
structure (the Temple) that is contemporaneous with medieval Ashkenaz. The
progression from Tabernacle to Temple would have resonated with the medieval Jewish
viewer on the brink of the messianic era. The Gothic architecture—a soaring structure in
the final frontispiece—culminates the Pentateuch and the journey from the building of the
temporary, textile Tabernacle to the eventual (re)construction of the Temple, as well as a
sacred structure of the present. Moreover, by referencing the built environment familiar
to medieval viewers, the illustrations bring the story told in the Pentateuch into the
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present day, placing the viewer within the sacred framework and making him part the
journey of the Israelites. This sacred framework, however, would ultimately play a
secondary role to the word of God, that is the Tablets of Law and the Torah, as a vehicle
for evoking God’s presence from the Tabernacle/Temple in medieval Ashkenaz, as will
be discussed further in Chapter Five.

Sacred Books of the Covenant in Medieval Ashkenaz
Moving from sacred spaces of the covenant to sacred books of the covenant, other
religious texts, in supplement to the Hebrew Bible, became central to Jewish life and
practice in medieval Ashkenaz. These texts, notably the Talmud, were understood as
essential guides that enabled medieval Jews to abide by the Written Law—the Torah—as
received by Moses at Mount Sinai, and they were increasingly crucial as supplements for
understanding the Written Law, particularly in a contemporary context. They can be
categorized within the broader cultural backdrop of “textualization,” a term Talya
Fishman uses to describe the significant shift in late eleventh-century to twelfth-century
intellectual rabbinic culture from a predominantly oral teaching tradition to a written
one.250
In order to understand this medieval culture of “textualization” and the diversity
and novelty of religious literature in medieval Ashkenaz, we need to first explore the
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relationship between Written and Oral Law vis-à-vis Mosaic law.251 The Written Law of
Judaism is the Torah (also called the Pentateuch), which is comprised of the five books of
Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). It originated with the
core revelation of the Law, when God delivered the Tablets of Law to Moses in the
wilderness at Mount Sinai. It states all the laws of the Torah, including the Ten
Commandments, with 613 commandments in total. Oral Law by contrast is the law that
was not recorded in the five books of Moses but, significantly, was traditionally believed
to be transmitted orally alongside the Written Torah, passed down from generation to
generation through oral teachings. Oral Law explains and elucidates Written Law, giving
a set of instructions for applying it to day-to-day practice, especially as the social and
economic reality of the Jewish community changed over time. The Oral Law is therefore
a set of tools, rooted in interpretations of the verses of the Torah, which employs
exegetical methods for extracting legal teachings (halakhic drash) and uncovering the
practical applications of the text for guidance in Jewish daily practice.252
For instance, Leviticus 24:19-20 states: “If anyone maims his fellow, as he has
done so shall it be done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The
injury he inflicted on another shall be inflicted on him.” Standing alone, the
commandment explicitly dictates that if one takes out the eye of a neighbor then his
punishment should be equivalent, literally an “eye for an eye.” Yet, Oral Law (Talmud
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tractate Bava Kama 83b-84a) interprets the verse “eye for an eye” not as literal, but as
representing monetary compensation, that is, the punishment for taking out the eye of a
neighbor would be to pay the victim a value equivalent to the physical harm done. Oral
Law, a supplement to Written Law, is thus meant to serve as a bridge between the written
word and lived reality.
Oral Law, as outlined above, underwent significant developments in the
rabbinic/talmudic period, the first six centuries of the common era.253 Following the
destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, religious life changed dramatically. At that
time, rabbis, known as the tannaim (the teachers, plural for tanna, which means teach or
study), studied Written Law within academies in a master-disciple paradigm. These oral
teachings were compiled and first written down by the prominent Rabbi Judah the Prince
(in Hebrew, Yehudah ha-Nasi) in Palestine, circa 200 CE. The compilations became
known as the Mishna (literally, “repetition” from the root word shanah to
“study/review”). The Mishna formed the basis for the Talmud; it was written in Hebrew,
and is comprised of six sections, also known as “orders,” which are further divided into
sixty-three distinct books. Each book focuses on a different topic related to biblical
commandments, ranging from agricultural laws to rulings pertaining to the Sabbath and
festivals. While the Mishna elucidated the laws of the Torah for practical observance, it
still needed further elaboration, thus ushering in the generations of broader discourse that
eventually became the Talmud.
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Immediately after the Mishna was recorded, in the third century C.E., scholars,
called amoraim (translated as those who “said”), started to expand on the Mishna and to
explain the rationale for biblical laws—the Written Law. They recorded their elucidations
and discussions of both the Mishna and the Torah in the Talmud, which was written in
Aramaic. Two regional variations of the Talmud emerged: one in Palestine and the other
in Babylonia (present-day Iraq), where Jews had settled near the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers. Scholars from each region interpreted the Mishna differently and recorded the
extended rabbinic discussions in their own versions of the Talmud: the Palestinian
Talmud, also known as the Jerusalem Talmud, and the Babylonian Talmud.254 Scholars in
Palestine completed their version in 450 CE, while those in Babylonia continued to
compose, edit, and adjust theirs until it was finalized in 700 CE. The Babylonian Talmud
became broadly accepted as the Jewish code of law because of its clarity and
sophistication compared with the Palestinian Talmud.255 Over time these teachings
became authoritative interpretations of the divine word of God revealed to Moses at
Mount Sinai that were firmly rooted in scripture.256
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Still, while the Talmud elucidated and commented upon the Mishna, it did not
arrive at a concrete ruling, but rather contained written records of debate and dialectic.
Rabbis have thus needed to turn to other forms of teachings and exegesis for arriving at a
final, authoritative ruling on a particular law. These have included legal codes, responsa
literature (question and answer format), and midrash (translated as to “search out,” a
mode of exegesis that delved into deeper meanings of scripture). Such sources have also
included traditions based in folklore, such as anecdotes, prayers, and ethics known as
narrative (aggadah). The early medieval (seventh to eleventh centuries) rabbis in
Babylonia, known as the ge’onim (heads of academies), played an essential role in this
process. The gaonic period (named for the ge’onim) in the early Middle Ages
successfully consolidated rabbinic authority, positioning rabbis as the authorities on
Jewish law, and it laid the groundwork for the scholars in our period of study. But written
texts had not superseded oral traditions as the mode of authority for law and practice.257
Real efforts at producing talmudic commentaries and to make the Talmud
available and accessible did not truly begin until the eleventh century in Ashkenaz, when
academies were set up for rigorous biblical and talmudic study in the Rhineland,
especially Mainz and Worms, as well as in Troyes and Sens. As discussed in the
Introduction, Jews first began to settle in Ashkenaz—lands in the kingdom of France and
in the Holy Roman Empire—in the eighth to the ninth centuries, when Frankish Kings,
especially Charlemagne (c. 742-814), encouraged Jews to immigrate to the Rhineland
and to regions such as Narbonne in order to work in the sectors of business and trade, and
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develop agriculture.258 Key centers of immigration were located along the Rhine River,
notably at Mainz, Worms, Speyer, and Cologne. As Jewish communities developed in
western Europe from circa 1100 to 1350, they became more or less self-governing and
autonomous. In the absence of a central authority, local scholars answered questions
about religious observance of law, which generated a broader range of customs
characterized by regional differences.259 In contrast to earlier Jewish communities in
Mesopotamia and Palestine which were led by ge’onim, these new diasporic medieval
Ashkenazic communities did not have one central authority, so their religious practices
became increasingly diversified. 260
These areas settled in the eighth and ninth centuries remained important sites
throughout the Middle Ages. Their cities became productive and prominent centers of
rabbinic and talmudic scholarship.261 Beginning in the eleventh century in Mainz,
academies were established to serve both practical and academic purposes, that is, the
study of law for religious and intellectual reasons.262 Two key scholars can be credited
with producing the earliest scholarship: Rabbi Gershom ben Yehuda (c. 960-1028)
known as Rabbenu Gershom, and Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac, the famous Rashi (c. 10401105). Rashi, in particular, was one of the earliest and most influential scholars of the
Bible and Talmud; his work paved the way for the next generation of talmudic
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scholars.263 Rashi studied and taught throughout the Rhineland, specifically in Mainz and
Worms, for about a decade before returning to the city of Troyes in northern France,
where he was born. Over the course of his life he produced commentaries on almost all
the tractates of the Talmud. It is impossible to overestimate the influence of Rashi on
talmudic scholarship: his commentaries appear in all Talmud versions from the fifteenth
century onward, when the volumes first began to be printed. Moreover, as seen in the
earlier section on Christian exegetes in Chapter One, Rashi was also highly influential for
the school of the Victorines in the Christian context.264
Rashi changed the course—one might even say the nature—of talmudic study. In
medieval Ashkenaz he made it possible for Jewish communities to study the Talmud
without a master who had inherited the Oral traditions on how to interpret the Torah and
Talmud. Rashi achieved this feat by weaving together the fragmented discourses of the
Talmud into a cohesive narrative. Rashi explained to the reader how to read certain
verses, and he frequently offered various interpretations of one single word.265 His
commentaries do not themselves arrive at final rulings, but these can be found in
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responsa, texts produced by the school of Rashi, notably the Mahzor Vitry, which was
composed by Rashi’s student Rabbi Samuel of Vitry (d. 1105) and will be discussed
further in the next chapter. The Mahzor Vitry formed the basis of rabbinic opinions and
practical observance in medieval Ashkenaz. Even after the disruptions caused by the First
Crusade in 1096-1099, the rabbinic centers of Mainz and Worms quickly re-established
themselves, and by the mid-twelfth century academies and centers of learning were
flourishing, especially in the Speyer region of the Rhineland, which hosted noteworthy
scholars at the beginning of the twelfth century.266
The Tosafists
Two major schools of thought operated simultaneously in medieval Ashkenaz: the
Tosafists (talmudic glossators) and the Hasidei Ashkenaz (German Pietists).267 These two
movements focused on producing two very different forms of religious literature.
Together, they encapsulate the diversity (and novelty) of Jewish thought and practice of
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Ashkenaz. While the two groups diverged in their
approaches to Jewish learning and practice, the Tosafists and Hasidei Ashkenaz both
addressed a shared dilemma: namely, how to reconcile their present with the past and
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articulate a link between the two, particularly in light of the new focus on written texts
and interpretations of past tradition as accepted forms of authority.268
Rashi’s scholarship paved the way for the Tosafists, who were his descendants
and disciples. The Tosafists were particularly prominent in northern France in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, but also included some scholars in the Rhineland.269 The
Tosafists focused on identifying and resolving inconsistencies in the compilation of the
Talmud. They believed that the correct or perfect form of the Talmud had not yet been
established, so they dedicated themselves to producing the most accurate form of the
Talmud.270 They utilized a rigorous system of cross-referencing to find parallels
throughout the text; their analyses took the form of glosses (tosafot, or additions) on the
Talmud. The glosses appeared next to the Talmud text, opposite the commentary of Rashi
in the later printed edition of the Talmud. Significantly, they challenged the conclusions
of their predecessors on specific rulings of law. The inconsistences they identified were
understood to be the result of how the Talmud was compiled, which made it fragmentary,
and significantly, because the socio-economic reality of the present differed markedly
from the past. Thus, the Tosafists strove to interpret and reconcile the then centuries-old
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Talmud with their contemporary lives.271 Since the Talmud represented the Oral Law
revealed to Moses at Mount Sinai it was understood to be the word of God; therefore, it
was of the utmost importance that any inconsistencies be resolved.
As the importance of the Talmud continued to grow, the Tosafists sought to
understand and interpret its true meaning.272 They transformed the Talmud into a key
reference tool, and redefined the halakhic rulings (legal teaching) and daily ritual
practice. Through these changes, the Talmud became much more accessible than ever
before. It was stimulating, challenging, and understood to be still evolving. A leading
thirteenth-century rabbi and Tosafist of northern France, Samuel ben Solomon of Falaise
(Sir Morel), wrote to a friend about the burning of the Talmud in Paris (1241/1242) soon
after it had happened. He heartbreakingly expresses how essential the Talmud was to
daily life: “My spirit has left me, my strength has departed, the light of my eyes has
dissipated, because of the oppressor. His hand has fallen heavily upon us; he has taken
from us the delight of our eyes—we no longer have books for study and for
understanding.”273 His evocation of loss highlights the increasing prominence of the
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Talmud in medieval Ashkenaz, its role in regulating everyday life, and the community’s
visceral attachment to this essential guide.

The Hasidei Ashkenaz
The Hasidei Ashkenaz (German Pietists) were active in the major cities of the
Holy Roman Empire, contemporary with the Tosafists.274 The three leading figures in this
school were: Rabbi Samuel ben Qalonimos (Kalonymos), known as “the Pietist” (fl. midtwelfth century), his son, Rabbi Judah the Pietist (d. 1217), and Rabbi Eleazar bar Judah
of Worms (c. 1160-c. 1230)—a relative of Rabbi Judah—who refers to himself as “the
Insignificant” (ha-qatan), out of explicit modesty, and as ha-Rokeah, the Perfumer,
which is also the title of one of his books.275 I focus on Eleazar of Worms’ writings as
exemplary of Pietist thinking in a broader, relatively less sectarian context of personal
Jewish devotion. These three rabbis were descendants of the Qalonimide (Kalonymos)
family, a prominent, large family responsible for the renaissance of Jewish learning in the
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Rhineland in the aftermath of the 1096 massacres of the Crusades. The family, comprised
of numerous teachers, scholars, and composers of liturgical poetry (piyyutim), were
believed to be bearers of esoteric mystical knowledge, that had originated with early
Babylonian scholars.276 The Qalonimide family immigrated in the ninth century from
southern Italy to the Rhineland, where they settled in the regions of Worms and
Speyer.277
The primary goal of the Hasidei Ashkenaz was to interpret God’s divine will
(rezon ha-bore) in order to achieve salvation in the world to come. Two key religious
concerns were central to their worldview. First, they were concerned with the notion of
the ideal Jew as a Pietist or as hasid, which they defined as a worshipper who persistently
seeks God’s will.278 Second, they were concerned with theological issues, including the
paradox of God’s existence, His divine names, and His heavenly throne.279 In terms of
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their liturgical practice, they emphasized extended prayer services and meticulous
attention to each word.280
Penitence was an underlying tenet of their belief system; they believed that
actively repenting—and thus absolving oneself of sins—would lead to the Pietist’s
ultimate salvation meriting reward in the world to come. Severe rituals of self-affliction,
such as fasting, exile, immersing oneself in freezing water, sexual abstinence, and
flagellation, were all common modes of penitence: each sin required a different act of
repentance. A core question from the Talmud (tractate Yoma 86b) asks how a penitent
can be described; in essence the Pietists attempted to answer that question with a detailed
guide for penitence.281 Although their practices often went beyond traditional Jewish
customs, they were also influenced, in part, by rabbinic literature, specifically the genre
of Heikhalot (“Palaces”), which were mystical writings—especially related to God’s
divine throne—produced sometime between late antiquity and the early Middle Ages.282
The Pietists also drew on disparate verses from scripture when formulating their
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penitential practices.283 Through their practices—liturgical and ritual—they sought to
decode God’s will and even respond to societal and religious problems.284
The literature that the Pietists produced reflects their theological concerns, as well
as their ideals for living a pious life. Sefer Hasidim (The Book of the Pietists) is the key
text written by the Pietists.285 The book, which was written before 1220 in the Holy
Roman Empire, is a compilation of religious models and anecdotes that instruct the
worshipper in living a Pietist lifestyle—including the practices discussed above—with an
ultimate goal of salvation. The book is essentially a code of law that moves beyond
traditional Jewish law to outline the key ethics, safeguards, and extreme measures
necessary in order to be a Pietist; in the more sectarian passages of the text, it even
discusses social concerns about how a Pietist should live among other, non-Pietist
Jews.286 The introduction to the book highlights these primary goals:
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[This book] is written for those who fear God and are mindful of His name (leyir'e ha-shem u-le-hoshewe shemo) (cf. Malachi 3:16). There is a Hasid whose
heart desires, out of love for his Creator, to do His will, but he is unaware of all
these things [i.e., demands]—which thing to avoid and how to execute profoundly
(le-ha'amik la-'asot) the wish of the Creator. For this reason the Sefer Hasidim
was written so that all who fear God and those returning to their Creator with an
undivided heart may read it and know and understand what is incumbent upon
them to do and what they must avoid.287
The intended audience of Sefer Hasidim was the Pietist, a God-loving and God-fearing
worshipper, who sought to interpret God’s will wholeheartedly. For the Pietists, the
Torah in the broadest sense (including the biblical verses cited in the Talmud), was the
key to living a devout life.
The Pietists held a distinct theory of revelation; that is, they believed that when
God revealed the commandments at Mount Sinai, His revelation included both an
explicit, and an implicit, or esoteric, part. The explicit portion revealed was the Written
Torah, the Pentateuch, which formed the basis for the interpretations produced within
Rabbinic Judaism. In contrast, the esoteric component was not revealed explicitly to
Moses and the Israelites at Mount Sinai. Instead, God embedded this secret knowledge in
ciphers (remazim) within the Written Torah. These codes contained additional standards
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and prohibitions that the Pietist was tasked to reveal and interpret.288 Only by decoding
the implicit laws and abiding by them could the Pietist achieve salvation.289 The path for
interpreting God’s will was intentionally arduous, with many stumbling blocks along the
way; overcoming these obstacles defined the Pietist’s religious observance and
lifestyle.290 Rather than relying on rabbinic tradition to interpret the Torah, the Pietists
believed that they alone were equipped with the tools to unveil the hidden meaning of the
Pentateuch, because they had received the key as part of the revelation of Law at Mount
Sinai, but its potential to decode the implicit part was hitherto unrealized. This key was
believed to have been passed orally, down through generations of scholars, forming a
living link between past and present. The links of transmission can be seen in Eleazar of
Worms’ interpretation of prayer. He writes:
These Laws of Atonement for each and every sin are the work of our master
Rabbi Eliezer son of our master Rabbi Judah, as he received from our master
Rabbi Judah [the] Pietist master of [esoteric] wisdom, son of our master, Samuel
the Holy, Pietist, Prophet, son of our master Qalonymos the Elder of Speyer, son
of our master Isaac, son of our late master Eliezer. They received [these
traditions] teacher from teacher, master from master, sage from sage, back to
Sinai.291
According to the Pietists, Oral Law, including their laws of atonement, was rooted in the
revelation of Law at Mount Sinai.292
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Integral to the Pietists’ worldview, and evident in Sefer Hasidim, is their approach
to Written and Oral Law; namely, their focus on demonstrating how Oral Law—
including the Talmud and the Mishna—was derived from God’s revelation of Law at
Mount Sinai. The Pietists included their own writings about God’s existence in their
conception of Oral Law. In contrast to the Tosafists, who believed that the Talmud was
the primary guide for interpreting the Bible, the Pietists believed that while the Talmud
was an essential text of Judaism, it was not self-sufficient; that is, it could not be
understood accurately and wholly without learning scriptures. If a Pietist were only to
study the Talmud, then he would be unable to discern whether the biblical verse cited in
the Talmud should be interpreted literally or with a deeper understanding.
The Pietists were especially concerned with demonstrating that the Talmud was
derived from the Torah.293 The following excerpt from Eleazar of Worms’ Perush haRoqeah ‘al ha-Torah—mystical commentary on the Pentateuch—highlights this point.
After revealing that the Talmud is numerically equivalent to the Torah, Eleazar writes:
Nothing is greater than the wisdom of Talmud [hokhmat ha-talmud]: (“For the
Lord gives wisdom” [hokhmah]); from His mouth come[s] knowledge and
understanding [da’at u-tevunah] (Proverbs 2:6)…That phrase, in turn, can be
equated numerically to the word “Torah.” These [equivalences] teach you that
Talmud, which is derived from the [written] Torah, requires great penetration
[‘omeq gadol] in addition to knowledge and understanding [ve-da’at u-tevunah].
But how does Talmud derive from [Written] Torah? Talmud generates an infinite
number of books. The derived Talmud consists of more than a thousand books,
including the Oral Torah, the minutest details of the commandments, laws of
forbidden and permitted things—all are derived from the written Torah. It is for
this reason that [the rabbis taught]: ‘Talmud Torah [the study of Torah] is
equivalent to all of the commandments [combined].’ For is there anything which
293
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God requires that Moses did not encode in Scripture? On each and every serif [of
the handwritten letters in the Torah scroll] are heaped mountains of additional
commandments….294
In this passage, Eleazar argues that the word “wisdom” is interpreted to mean
Talmud/Oral Torah, which extends beyond the literal, written word of the Torah to
encompass esoteric knowledge that contains deeper meanings of scripture. The Pietists,
whether in studying the Talmud or Scriptures, stressed that truth could only be uncovered
by digging deeper into scripture to decode its implicit meaning. Pietist leaders embraced
a variety of Jewish writings, even recommending non-talmudic texts (including the
Mishna and Aggadah) as authoritative, and encouraging the study of outdated
commandments. Their own texts integrated the Bible, midrash, and the Talmud, and drew
from disciplines as disparate as natural philosophy and esoteric teachings. Such a
capacious approach reflects the Pietists’ view that all such forms of knowledge were
essential to decoding God’s will.
The Pietists, moreover, used various biblical and rabbinic texts as opportunities
for lessons of exegesis.295 For example, in commenting upon Numbers 34:2, “Instruct the
Israelite people and say to them: When you enter (ba-im) the land of Canaan, this is the
land that shall fall to you as your portion, the land of Canaan with its various
boundaries.” Rabbi Judah the Pietist wrote: “The gematria (numeric) value of [the word]
ba-im (“enter”) is fifty-three. And there are fifty-three pericopes in the Pentateuch. [In
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other words], they are entering the land because of the merit of the Torah.”296 Judah
connects the Israelites coming to the land of Canaan to the Torah—the promised land is
equated with the Written Law. The way in which Judah, and the other Pietists, pieced
together traditions through different sources—drawing on gematria as well as biblical,
midrashic, and talmudic verses—was novel, and served to transform the Pietist into an
active, living agent of the revelation of the Law at Mount Sinai.297 Moreover, the Pietists
viewed themselves as being able to become one with the Torah, immersed in it as they
were through studying, and living its precepts. Sefer Hasidim describes this mystical
union of scholar and text: “Insofar as he is engaged with Torah and is innovating within
it, it is as if it [the Torah] is his, and it came from him.”298 The Pietists recommended that
students create their own mnemonic techniques based on biblical and rabbinic texts.299
Fully engaging with the Torah thus entailed actively interpreting it and living according
to its precepts.
Equally important to the Pietists was prayer. In contrast to the more scholastic
methods of the Tosafists, the Pietists turned to contemplative and mystical practices
centered on prayer—including piyyutim—for their Torah study. Such practices included
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mnemonic techniques for achieving the proper intention in worship—a principal called
kavanah, to be discussed in Chapter Five. 300 Intense concentration, and its potential to
lead to spiritual experience during prayer and Torah study, was of key concern to the
Pietists.301 The memorization techniques and number systems (gematria) used by Pietists
during prayer transformed the experience from a passive to an active process.302
Past scholars on the Pietists have offered different interpretations, especially
regarding the degree to which their school of thought influenced more mainstream
Ashkenazic Jewish society and culture.303 Using Sefer Hasidim as their source, several
scholars, such as Yalkut Simhoni, have highlighted the elitist agenda of the movement,
while others, such as Yitchak Baer (1888-1980) and Gershom Scholem (1897-1982) have
asserted that Sefer Hasidim outlines a broader social-religious program.304 In particular,
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Haym Soloveitchik argues for a limited reading of the Pietists’ influence on society and
focuses instead on their more radical aspects, while others, such as Ephraim Kanarfogel
and Ivan Marcus, contend that the Pietists did indeed influence salient aspects of
Ashkenazic culture.305
Other scholars debate the roles of tradition and innovation in Pietist thought;
notably, Talya Fishman discusses the Rhineland Pietists within the context of the culture
of “textualization.” The Pietists, as Fishman discusses, imagined a textual past even for
contemporary problems that clearly did not exist at the time the Talmud was written; they
would piece together patchwork solutions for modern day problems from an assortment
of textual traditions in order to give their opinions legitimacy and authenticity. For
example, they even rooted their penitential practices in sacred history.306 Though certain
elements of Pietists thought had earlier antecedents, this focus on textualization was a
novel development.
I adopt the approach of Ivan Marcus, following Katrin Kogman-Appel, who
focuses on the ideals of the movement—not the sectarian views expressed in Sefer
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Hasidim—that were adopted more broadly, especially by scholars that followed the final
Pietist, Eleazar of Worms. Past scholars have also debated the extent to which the three
rabbis from the Qalonymide Pietists family were likeminded in their viewpoints as
reflected in their respective writings. Although all three rabbis agree on the common
Pietist goal of achieving salvation, Marcus shows how Eleazar, the final member of the
Qalonymide Pietists, differed markedly from his predecessors.307
Eleazar, according to Marcus, adopted the esoteric philosophies of his
predecessors, but modified these to suit wider circles in medieval Ashkenaz. Importantly,
he “reconciled” the more academic tosafist methodology with esoteric Pietist writings’
strict attention to custom (minhag).308 Eleazar’s writings were geared toward a more
personalized, individualized system of salvation within Pietism. Specifically, his book
Sefer ha-Rokeah (The Book of the Perfumer)—a treatise of ethics and law—combines
Pietist ideals with practical halakha (Jewish law), making the hitherto-esoteric and
confusing practices and beliefs more legible within the accepted cultural norms of
medieval Ashkenaz. In contrast to Sefer Hasidim, which offers a strict program of prayer,
penance, and deprivation, and excludes any who do not abide by the Pietist way of life,
Eleazar directs his text toward the individual, whether Pietist or non-Pietist Jew. His
version of Sefer Hasidim, called Hilekhot Hasidut (Laws of Pietism), introduces new
sections focused on the pious individual’s interior life, including: Love of God, Humility,
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the Tradition of the Sages, Special (Virtues), Meritoriousness, and a mystical tract,
Sanctifying God’s Oneness.309 In these sections, Eleazar focuses on the personal aspects
of Pietism, detailing how an individual can attain salvation through mystical
contemplation. In particular, the introduction to the “Sanctifying God’s Oneness” section
highlights this theme: “‘Sanctify yourself in what is permitted’ [means to] sanctify
yourself and your thoughts [in Pietism] and [then] contemplate the divine name (vehashov ha-yihud).” The use of the word hashov demonstrates the need for proper, correct
mystical contemplation.310 Eleazar’s discussions of penitence are not sectarian—as seen
in “The Laws of Atonement” from the above-discussed Sefer ha-Rokeah—rather,
penitence is discussed within a mystical framework. The penitent is instructed to abide by
the commandments out of love of God, and the observance of Pietist ethics forms the
basis for a mystical experience, preparing the individual for prayer.311
This dissertation focuses on Eleazar’s approach to the mystical experience of the
individual, specifically drawing on his discussions of proper Torah study and prayer for
visualizing God’s presence. The project is not concerned with Eleazar’s predecessors’
sectarian views and penitential system, but on his writings related to the mystical
experience, centered on prayer, the Torah, and on divine presence. Of particular
importance, to be discussed in Chapter Four, is Eleazar’s reintroduction of the initiation
ritual—in which a Jewish boy is introduced to Torah study—to coincide specifically with
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the holiday of Shavuot as the commemoration of the revelation of the Law.312 He was
responsible for reviving Jewish traditions in medieval Ashkenaz but with a fresh
perspective, rooted in concerns of the present; notably, the Shavuot celebration as a
commemoration of the revelation of the Law par excellence. This dissertation
contextualizes, within the broader worldview of the Pietists, the Shavuot liturgy and
imagery within the mahzorim under study.

“Textualized” Imagery in Medieval Ashkenaz
Given the increasing prominence of “textualization” in medieval Ashkenaz—
which resulted in the production of a number of texts that would become integral to
Jewish life during this period—perhaps it is not surprising, then, that medieval Jews were
often depicted with their sacred texts, either studying them or transmitting them. These
texts are rendered in different forms, but regardless of form are imbued with distinct
associations to the covenant. It is easy to imagine the medieval viewer—finding affinity
with the Tosafists or the Hasidei Ashkenaz, or some combination of the two—picturing
themselves as active participants in the production of religious forms of knowledge
through studying, interpreting, and writing. In so doing, they understood themselves to be
continuing the Mosaic covenant.
Medieval Jews in Ashkenaz used imagery of Moses receiving and delivering the
Tablets of Law to represent the transmission of Oral Law in a range of liturgical
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manuscripts. In the previously discussed Bird’s Head Haggadah, in the scene depicted in
the bas-de-page on folio 23r [Fig. 2.5], God’s hand descends from the heavens, emerging
from a blue cloud.313 This image is associated with the piyyut on the same page, Dayenu
(“It would have been enough”), which continues from the previous two folios. The
liturgical hymn is centered on the miracles performed by God, especially on those
defining the Exodus story of the Israelites. One of the miracles in the hymn praises the
miracle of the Israelites receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai. The verses read:
If He had given us the Shabbat and had not brought us close to Mount Sinai; [it
would have been] enough for us. If He had brought us close to Mount Sinai and
had not given us the Torah; [it would have been] enough for us. If He had given
us the Torah and had not brought us into the land of Israel; [it would have been]
enough for us.314
The image shows the miracle of the revelation of the Law at Mount Sinai. God
delivers—gently, with index and middle fingers—the Tablets of the Law, which are
pictured as two distinct tablets. The Tablets are delivered to Moses, who stands on Mount
Sinai, labeled in Hebrew as Har Sinai (Mount Sinai). In the scene below, Moses is
depicted again in the same red robe, handing not two, but now five tablets to the figures
below. One figure reaches up, touching the five tablets, to receive them from Moses,
while another figure gestures to the tablets. Sarit Shalev-Eyni has analyzed this vignette,
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suggesting that the transformation of the two tablets into five would have sparked
contemporary debates about the status of the Torah (the five books of Moses) in relation
to the Ten Commandments.315 Epstein, too, observes that the visual transformation of the
tablets (from two to five), symbolizes the transformation in the text held by those tablets
from the Tablets of Law, that is, the Ten Commandments, to the Torah.316 While both
scholars focus on how the image visualizes this transfer, I would situate the image in the
culture of textualization discussed above. Jews in medieval Ashkenaz likely would have
interpreted this image of the transfer from the two tablets to the five books of the Bible
contextualized within the context of their increasing attention to a range of novel
commentaries being produced at that moment by the Tosafists and the Hasidei Ashkenaz.
Other parts of the vignette can be read in relation to the modernization of the
Tablets of Law. The illustration underscores the equivalence of the Pentateuch to the Ten
Commandments of Mosaic law, and the surrounding imagery imbues this textual
transformation with covenantal eternity. Beside the Israelites receiving the five tablets, a
hatless, bird-headed man (possibly a servant) roasts a ram. The ram on the spit represents
the Pesah Dorot, the sacrifice for future generations, specifically symbolized by the
shank bone (not eaten) on the Seder plate as a yearly commemoration on Passover.317
This figure forms a link in a chain connecting the five books of the Torah (received by

315

Sarit Shalev-Eyni discusses the image’s “multiplicity” of tablets as a way to highlight the
internal debate about the relationship between the Ten Commandments and the Torah. She
suggests the possibility that the shift from two to five tablets visualizes the transfer of the Ten
Commandments to the Torah. She discusses the Bird’s Head Haggadah and the Parma Mahzor
as two examples. See: Sarit Shalev-Eyni, “Receiving of the Law: Visual Language and
Communal Identity in Medieval Ashkenaz,” Gesta 55, no. 2 (2016): 239-55.
316
Epstein, The Medieval Haggadah, 90-91.
317
The Pesah Dorot (Passover for Future Generations) is discussed in Mishnah Pesah 1C.

153
the figures nearby) to the Tablets of the Law (handed down from God in the preceding
image) to present-day celebrations commemorating these (and other miracles) during
Passover—a visual representation of God’s eternal covenant with the Israelites. On the
opposite folio (fol. 22v) [Fig. 2.5], God’s hand—echoing the hand of God delivering the
Tablets of Law transmitted as five tablets—delivers manna and quails from heaven, while
two Israelites collect the bounty, featuring another miracle referenced during Passover
celebrations. It is worth noting that the figures in the image are depicted in medieval
dress, thereby inserting the contemporary reader into the historic scene, and reinforcing
the eternal continuity of the covenant.
The five books illustrated on this page—and the two above—thus form part of the
miracles performed by God, as encapsulated in the Bird’s Head Haggadah. Connecting
this image, specifically the transformation it depicts, back to the culture of textualization
in medieval Ashkenaz, one can easily imagine the viewer/reader understanding the five
books as representing their ongoing talmudic/biblical interpretations. Furthermore, placed
within the scene as medieval Jewish figures, they would have believed that they too were
part of the divine transmission, continuing that inheritance with their very own texts.
A similar emphasis on textual transformation can be seen in the Regensburg
Pentateuch, specifically in the illustrations for the biblical book of Deuteronomy. In that
book, as discussed earlier, Moses reviews the Laws that were delivered to the Israelites at
Mount Sinai, reiterating that observing these commandments is an absolute imperative. In
the Regensburg Pentateuch, (c. 1300, Regensburg, Bavaria) [Fig. 2.6], under a rainbowhued sky, from a barely visible hand of God emerging from a blue-green mandorla of the
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heavens, Moses receives the Tablets of Law—represented here as one Tablet (inscribed
with the first five of the Ten Commandments)—from a barely-visible hand of God.318
Moses then passes this tablet to Aaron, who in turn passes a second tablet (inscribed with
the second half of the ten statements) to the Israelites. In the hands of the Israelites, the
two halves of the Tablets then become a single, open codex. Here again, as in the Bird’s
Head Haggadah, textual transformation is depicted as a continuous chain, a living
covenant. And again, this chain connects the biblical past with the present—all the
figures depicted here are shown in a type of hat typically worn by Jews in the Middle
Ages. It is worth emphasizing that it is the medieval Jewish figures, specifically, who
piece together the two Tablets, transforming them, into the full Torah. Though the
Israelites are represented within (indeed, engulfed by) Mount Sinai, clearly situating their
receiving of the commandments within the biblical past/Holy Land, the covenantal
transfer does not end there, but continues, as the texts were (re)interpreted and translated
in medieval Ashkenaz.319 We can imagine the medieval Jewish viewer/reader
empathizing with the figure (viewer’s lower left)—holding his hands open with nothing
in them—eagerly awaiting the Law, perhaps in a new, transformed form as it is
continually interpreted and re-interpreted.
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Conclusion
Christian and Jewish communities in the Middle Ages enlivened Mosaic law,
making it newly relevant and meaningful. It formed a point of discussion, and a topic of
tension, for both communities. It was, moreover, visualized extensively in the liturgical
art produced for, and used by, both Christian and Jewish communities. Cathedrals were
modeled on the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, even as contemporary Christians
journeyed to the Holy Land during the ongoing Crusades. The relics they brought back
from those Crusades were housed in new reliquaries that employed the visual language of
the sacred spaces of the Tabernacle and Ark of the Covenant to demonstrate Christ’s real
presence, superseding God’s presence in the Tablets of Law/the word of God, emanating
from within the Ark.
Concurrently, messianic expectations were heightened in medieval Ashkenaz.
Synagogues evoked the arrangement and liturgical furniture of the Temple—a point to be
discussed in Chapter Five. Liturgical manuscripts had a synecdochical relationship to the
Temple and Tabernacle, bound up as they were with the representation of the sacred
word of God and conveying His presence. But the medieval Jews were not passive (or
blind) guardians of Hebrew scriptures—as often they were often depicted in Christian
imagery—rather, they were active participants in interpreting and reconciling the ancient
Mosaic law received at Mount Sinai with their daily, contemporary lives. They believed
that their generation was divinely ordained to continue the chain of covenantal transfer
that originated with God and Moses at Mount Sinai, transforming their sacred spaces and
sacred texts to ensure the eternal continuity of the covenant.
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Chapter 3: Staging the Ten Commandments in Medieval Ashkenaz
Introduction
The momentous, dramatic episode of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Ten
Commandments at Mount Sinai was pictured and reimagined throughout medieval
Ashkenaz.320 A range of illuminated Ashkenazic manuscripts, especially prayerbooks for
festivals (mahzorim) and ritual texts for Passover (haggadot) produced throughout the
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, depict this climactic event.321 The biblical
episode was foundational for sealing the covenantal contract—the Ten Commandments
on the Tablets of Law, eventually housed in the Ark of the Covenant—that would define
the relationship between the people of Israel and God, and secure the identity of the
Israelites as a nation.
Although distant in time and space from medieval Jewish communities living in
Ashkenaz, the biblical event remained central to the communities’ liturgical practices; it
motivated their rituals, defined their ceremonies, and animated the pages of their
prayerbooks. Prominent in both imagery and liturgy from the period, the dramatic biblical
event is infused with spiritual meaning; in the communal rituals of medieval Ashkenaz it
was staged with sanctity and more drama. Establishing continuity with the Sinaitic scene
was not only essential to the liturgy in medieval Ashkenaz, but was crucial as well to the
very identity of Jewish communities. This close association between medieval Jewish
communities and the biblical episode—centered on the Ten Commandments as the
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ultimate covenantal bond—is articulated in the liturgical and rabbinic texts of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, and also expressed in imagery created specifically for the ritual
texts related to the holiday of Shavuot, the “Festival of Weeks” as practiced in medieval
Ashkenaz.322 The festival prayerbooks (mahzorim) of German-speaking Ashkenazic
Jewish communities—mostly southern and western ones—in particular often make use of
Sinaitic scenes, specifically in the liturgical section for Shavuot.
The holiday of Shavuot, which falls on the sixth and seventh day of the Hebrew
month of Sivan (in May or June in the Gregorian calendar), commemorates the biblical
episode of the Israelites receiving the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai.323 The liturgy
and rituals of Shavuot as observed in medieval Ashkenaz were concerned with
establishing and bolstering covenantal continuity between the ancient events and the
living communities of western Europe. In Ashkenazic mahzorim, imagery of Moses and
the Tablets of Law frequently decorates a liturgical poem, a piyyut, called Adon Imnani
(“The Lord Raised Me”).324 Shimon bar Isaac Ben Abun (b. Mainz, c. 950), one of the
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earliest, and most prominent, Jewish composers of liturgical hymns, authored this
poem.325 It was, and still is, recited during the morning liturgy on the first day of Shavuot.
Traditionally, the festival is celebrated for two days in the Diaspora and for one day in
Israel.326 In this piyyut, the speaker of the poem is the personified Torah—the female
companion of God—prepared by God as a gift to be given to the Israelites at Mount Sinai
as their primary guide. In Adon Imnani, the Torah elucidates the significant role of the
Law as the basis for Jewish life.
Six medieval mahzorim contain illuminated folios for Shimon bar Isaac Ben
Abun’s piyyut, Adon Imnani (“The Lord Raised Me”), including: the Worms Mahzor
(1272) [Fig. 3.1] and the Laud Mahzor (c. 1260) [Fig. 3.2] from the NurembergWuerzburg-Worms region (“Franconia”); the Dresden Mahzor (c. 1290) [Fig. 3.3] from
southwest Germany (probably Esslingen); the Tripartite Mahzor (c. 1322) [Fig. 3.4] from
southern Germany (Lake Constance); the Leipzig Mahzor from Worms (c. 1310) [Fig.
3.5] as well as the little-known Parma Mahzor from western Germany (c. 1250-1300)
[Fig. 3.6].327 Like most surviving medieval Hebrew illuminated manuscripts, these
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325
For further discussion on this author see: Avraham Grossman, The Early Sages of Ashkenaz:
Their Lives, Leadership, and Works (900-1096) (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1981), 86-102. For a
more recent reference see: Simha Goldin, Apostasy and Jewish Identity in High Middles Northern
Europe: ‘Are you still my Brother?’ (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014).
326
For a discussion on the rationale for the difference in the celebration of the holiday, see:
Solomon Zeitlin, “The Second Day of the Holidays in the Diaspora: A Historical Study,” Jewish
Quarterly Review 44, no. 3 (January 1954): 183-93.
327
There is much past scholarship on these mahzorim, but this is the first study to examine the
folio for the Shavuot piyyut and related imagery across these six manuscripts, and to
contextualize the text and images within medieval celebrations of Shavuot. Past scholarship on
these manuscripts includes: Sarit Shalev-Eyni, “Aural-Visual and Performing Aspects of
Illuminated Manuscripts for Liturgical and Ritual Use,” in Clothing Sacred Scriptures: Book Art

159
mahzorim date from the end of the thirteenth to the early fourteenth century.328 The
production of such large-scale liturgical manuscripts for Ashkenazic Jewish communities
ended abruptly with the outbreak of the Black Plague and resulting regional pogroms
against Ashkenazic Jewish communities in the mid-fourteenth century.329
For the piyyut at the center of this discussion, the scene depicted in these
mahzorim is the key biblical event of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai
and delivering them to the Israelites. In each mahzor, this episode is prominently
illustrated, either depicted at the top of the folio above architectural elements, as seen in
the Worms, Laud, and Dresden Mahzorim, or else portrayed on a higher register than
surrounding figures, as seen in the Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim. Significant
and Book Religion in Christian, Islamic, and Jewish Cultures, eds. David Ganz and Barbara
Schellewald (Berlin: Walter de Gruter GmbH and Co KG, 2018), 283-96. On the Laud Mahzor
see: Katrin Kogman-Appel, “The Role of Hebrew Letters in Making the Divine Visible,” in Sign
and Design: Script as Image in Cross-Cultural Perspective (300-1600 CE), eds. Brigitte BedosRezak and Jeffrey F. Hamburger (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 2016), 153-71. On the
Leipzig Mahzor: Katrin Kogman-Appel, A Mahzor from Worms: Art and Religion in a Medieval
Jewish Community (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012). On the Tripartite Mahzor: Sarit
Shalev-Eyni, “The Tripartite Mahzor” (PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2001); and
Bezalel Narkiss, “A Tripartite Illuminated Mahzor from a South German School of Hebrew
Illuminated Manuscripts around 1300,” in Proceedings of the Fourth World Congress of Jewish
Studies, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1968), 129-33. For the Worms
Mahzor: Bezalel Narkiss and Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, “The Illumination of the Worms Mahzor:
Description and Iconographical Study,” in Worms Mahzor: Introductory Volume, ed. Malachi
Beit-Arié (Jerusalem: Vaduz, 1985), 79-90. For a more general overview of the Sinai setting, with
a discussion of the Leipzig Mahzor see: Shulamit Laderman, “Sinai—The Mountain of God,” in
Religious Stories in Transformation: Conflict, Revision and Reception, eds. Alberdina Houtman,
Tamar Kadari, Marcel Poorthuis, and Verewd Tohar (Boston: Brill, 2016), 433-64.
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variations, as I will outline in Chapters Four and Five, occur from one mahzor to another.
Differences among the images highlight contemporary liturgical practices and changes to
the practices of the holiday of Shavuot as practiced in medieval Ashkenaz, revealing how
medieval Ashkenazic communities thought about their covenantal connections. The
current chapter sets the stage for what follows by situating the Adon Imnani piyyut and
image within the larger context of the Shavuot liturgy and imagery in these six mahzorim.
We begin with an examination of the mahzor as a ritual object in medieval
Ashkenaz, highlighting the role of the prayerbook within the synagogue and the piyyut as
a liturgical form within a mahzor. The chapter then situates the Moses scenes for the
Adon Imnani piyyut within the holiday’s liturgy and examines their significance in
medieval Ashkenaz. The Worms Mahzor serves as a central case study, given the
manuscript’s early date of production and its western German rite characteristic of the
subsequent Ashkenazic manuscripts in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.
An examination of the Shavuot liturgy and imagery surrounding the Adon Imnani piyyut
and Moses scene reveals how the mahzorim staged the re-delivery and re-reception of the
Ten Commandments in medieval Ashkenaz.
The Mahzor in Medieval Ashkenaz
Understanding the structure, use, and viewership of mahzorim, festival
prayerbooks, in medieval Ashkenaz is crucial for interpreting the iconography in these
manuscripts.330 Medieval Ashkenazic mahzorim contained the liturgical texts for the
330
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following key annual holidays: the High Holidays of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur; the
“three pilgrimage festivals” of Sukkot, Passover, and Shavuot; and prayers for a number
of special Sabbaths throughout the year. The basic form of Hebrew liturgy, which
consists of evening, morning, and afternoon prayers (in that order) for daily practice as
well as augmented versions for Sabbath and festivals, was codified during the lateantique period after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. Different rites developed in
Babylonia and Palestine, the two main regions of Jewish settlement in this period. The
Babylonian rite, originating in the Jewish communities of Mesopotamia, eventually
became the dominant liturgical structure throughout the Jewish world.331 Yet aspects of
the Palestinian rite, notably the use of liturgical poems—piyyutim (plural for piyyut)—
were also adopted in medieval Ashkenaz. By the fifth century CE, driven by immigration
into Syria, Byzantium, Italy, and later in the Rhineland, the piyyutim were integrated into
the liturgies practiced in western European countries where they would continue to be
further edited, and even reinvented.332
A piyyut, often written in a poetic rhyming meter and typically sung aloud by the
congregation in synagogue, either elaborates upon fixed liturgical texts via an
embellishing commentary, or else introduces a particular text by expounding on a

Cambridge History of Judaism, eds. W.D. Davies and L. Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge
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specific theme for the given holiday. Many piyyutim describe recent events from
communities in Ashkenaz and intersperse descriptions of those events with biblical
verses and explications. By the Middle Ages, piyyutim were highly creative literary
forms; they became increasingly ornate in content and inventive in their grammatical
structure. They continued to be adopted and adapted. Piyyutim, either passed down or
newly composed, were an integral component of both the communal liturgy in
synagogue, and Ashkenazic mahzorim, and as such they became embedded in the
collective memory of Jewish communities in medieval Ashkenaz.333
In medieval synagogues, mahzorim were either donated by a wealthy family to a
synagogue, or loaned to the congregation from such a family for major holidays. They
were typically, although not always, large in size (for example, the Worms Mahzor
measures 45 x 31 cm) and expensive to produce. Mahzorim were often elaborately
illustrated, with complex arrangements of text and image, and sometimes even
extensively illuminated with gold leaf. During the service, a luxury mahzor, placed on the
central reading lectern (bimah) in the sanctuary facing toward the Torah ark, was read by
the cantor.334 The cantor was oriented away from the congregation, allowing the mahzor
itself to face the congregation—even if partially obstructed. The cantor, as the sole
reader, had the most direct access to the manuscript, including its text and images, but
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For a detailed study on medieval piyyutim: Elisabeth Hollander, Piyyut Commentary in
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eds. Clemens Leonhard and Hermut Löhr (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 107-25.
334
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Worms Synagogue Reconsidered,” Jewish Art 12/13 (1986/87): 266-68.
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when displayed at the reader’s platform throughout the liturgy, the large format of the
mahzor permitted communal access as well, albeit more indirectly. A mahzor may have
also been on display for congregants to view during holidays outside of the liturgy, but
we can still assume that access for the congregation was restricted.335 Even with limited
viewing access, the congregants would, at the very least, have been able to glimpse the
beautiful imagery in the mahzorim that so enriched their ceremonies.336 In medieval
synagogues, which were usually based on double-nave plans, the reader’s platform was
situated between the two columns that bisected the structure at the center of the sanctuary
[Fig. 3.7].337 Both the cantor and the congregation faced the Torah ark. We know from
335

For a discussion on the ownership of prayerbooks during this time for synagogue versus
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Rustow (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 250-70; and Baumgarten,
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Pietist recommendations (to be discussed in Chapter Five) that orienting oneself to the
Torah ark—facing it during prayer—was necessary for evoking divine presence, the
Shekhinah.338 The miraculous survival of these manuscripts in the face of persecution and
near-death destruction is part of the astonishing history of these mahzorim. Before
delving into the Shavuot imagery and liturgy, we first need to understand the liturgical
structure of the six mahzorim under discussion, as well as the provenance related to each.

The Worms, Laud, Dresden, Tripartite, Leipzig, and Parma Mahzorim
Typically, mahzorim were divided into two volumes according to fall/winter and
spring/summer holidays, covering the Jewish festivals for the entire year. The first
volume consisted of the prayers and liturgical poetry (piyyutim) for special Sabbaths,
Purim, Passover, Shavuot, and the Ninth of Av. The second volume contained the liturgy
for the High Holy Days and Sukkot.339 With the exception of the Tripartite Mahzor,
which is divided into three volumes, and the Laud Mahzor (a single volume), the four
mahzorim discussed in this chapter are all divided into two volumes, each.
Written on parchment, the two volumes of the Worms Mahzor are today both
located in Jerusalem, at the Jewish National and University Library (MS Heb. 4o781/1-

Annette Weber, “Text and Context: Jewish Concepts of Synagogue Architecture in Medieval and
Modern Times,” in Jewish Architecture in Europe: New Sources and Approaches, eds. Katrin
Keßler and Alexander von Kienlin (Petersburg: Michael Imhof Verlag, 2015), 95-104; and
Rodov, “Revisiting the ‘Blind Synagogue,’” 83-94.
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See note 504 in Chapter Five.
339
For a discussion on the variations within this structure see: Ezra Fleischer, “Prayer and Piyyut
in the Worms Mahzor,” in Worms Mahzor: MS. Jewish National and University Library Heb. 4°
781/1, ed. Malachi Beit-Arié (Jerusalem: National and University Library, 1985), 38-39.
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2).340 The earliest recorded date for the mahzor’s presence and use in Worms can be seen
in the list of cantors, which begins in 1565/66 and continues up until the synagogue was
destroyed and its goods were plundered by the Nazis on Kristallnacht.341 Soon after the
synagogue was destroyed on November 9, 1938, the director, and archivist, of the
Cultural Institute in Worms, Dr. Friedrich Maria Illert searched for the items that had
been kept in the community archives next to the synagogue.342 While initially
unsuccessful in his attempts to track down the manuscripts, Dr. Illert eventually
discovered—one might say stumbled upon— the two volumes of the mahzor in the
Gestapo office in Darmstadt in 1943, where he had been called upon—under duress—to
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Ner Tamid, 1961), 218-21.
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assess the manuscripts based on his expertise. Risking his life, Dr. Illert moved the
mahzor along with a trove of other Jewish-owned manuscripts to the local cathedral,
where they were kept safe throughout the war. In 1957, an agreement was reached to
transfer the mahzor to the National Library in Jerusalem.343
The first manuscript of the Worms Mahzor, which includes the Shavuot liturgy,
contains a colophon on the last folio (fol. 217v). The colophon identifies the scribe of the
manuscript as Simhah the son of Judah the Scribe, and the mahzor’s completion date as
the 28th day of the Hebrew month of Tevet (December-January in the Gregorian calendar)
in 1272, following a staggering forty-four weeks of editing and arranging the
manuscript.344 The mahzor was made for the scribe’s uncle, Barukh the son of Isaac, who
commissioned it with the intention that the book would serve as a material legacy after
his death, and allow future generations to study the Torah.
Although the colophon is helpful in dating, and attributing the mahzor, it does not
mention where Simhah produced the manuscript, nor where it was to be used. However, a
note on folio 80r for the Passover liturgy in the same handwriting, reads: “This is said
aloud on that day, such is the rite of Wuerzburg.” The note hints to the manuscript’s
likely production and initial use in the region of Wuerzburg in northwest Bavaria.345
Other clues in the manuscript itself signal a rite typical of mahzorim from the Rhineland
regions of Germany, commonly known as the western Ashkenazic rite. The type of script,
the order of the prayers and piyyutim, and the new technique of pricking that appears in
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the manuscript, all point to the manuscript’s production in the Nuremberg-WuerzburgWorms area, based on similar mahzorim from those regions, and the aforementioned note
points specifically to Wuerzburg.346 It is likely that refugees from Wuerzburg moved the
mahzor to Worms at some point after the devastation of their community in the
Rintfleisch massacres of 1298.347 The illuminator of the mahzor may have been
Shema’ayah ha-Tsarphati, a Jewish man of French origin. His name is inscribed on folio
133r alongside the names of the scribe and scribe’s father.348 Including the folio of Moses
receiving the Tablets of Law (fol. 111r) [Fol. 3.1], there are three full-page illuminations,
with different forms of arches framing the text in each instance (fols. 1v and 48v) [Figs.
3.8 and 3.9] and several pages with much less ornamentation, where only the initial word
of the liturgical text alone is decorated. One such page decorates the first word for
another piyyut for Shavuot—recited after Adon Imnani—called Ayelet ahavim (translated
as the loving doe or hind) (fols. 130r-131v) [Fig. 3.10]. The elaborate full-page
illuminations form the opening for major liturgical sections, including, aside from
Shavuot, the first Special Sabbath (Shabbat Sheqalim) and Passover.349
In contrast to the Worms Mahzor, the Laud Mahzor does not contain a colophon,
but an inscription at the beginning of the codex indicates its ownership by an otherwise
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unidentified Jewish man named Judah known as Liva the son of David Moqiel (fol. 2r).
Instead of the typical two-volume format, this mahzor is bound as one very large codex,
comprised of 362 leaves with seven leaves missing. Including the Adoni Imnani
illustration (fol. 127v) [Fig. 3.2], there are four fully illustrated pages (38v, 248v, 308r)
[Figs. 3.11-3.13], plus twenty-two decorative word panels, as well as marginalia
throughout the manuscript. 350 The manuscript contains the coat of arms of the
Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud (1573-1645) from 1636, who owned the
manuscript as early as the late sixteenth century.351 The Archbishop presented the
manuscript to the Bodleian Library as a gift in November 1641, so the mahzor is named
after him. The manuscript is not internally dated, but past scholars have argued that it was
likely produced in the second half of the thirteenth century in Franconia, based on
stylistic similarities to dated manuscripts from the same region and period, specifically
the Michael Mahzor (Bodleian Library, MS Mich. 627 and 617). The Michael Mahzor is
dated, according to its colophon, to 1258, making it one of the earliest extant mahzorim
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and it is believed to have been produced in Franconia.352 The two manuscripts are similar
in the lavishly colorful motifs used throughout, and especially in the panels for the first
word of the given piyyut, which are adorned with realistic and grotesque animals.353 Latin
instructions discovered in the manuscript argue strongly that the illuminations were made
by a Christian artist.354 The festival texts are of the western Ashkenazic rite—written in
Ashkenazic script on thick vellum—with some prayers in the western Ashkenazic rite in
several different hands from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, indicating the
mahzor’s various scribes and prolonged use.355
The Dresden Mahzor, made in southwest Germany—probably Esslingen—
conforms to the typical two-volume structure. One volume is currently located in
Dresden (Sächsische Landesbibliothek, MS A46a), and its sister volume is in Wroclaw
(University Library, MS OR. I, 1).356 There is alas no colophon, but notes in the mahzor
authored by the scribe of the manuscript enable us to establish a definitive date for the
manuscript’s completion of 1293, allowing us to assume that the mahzor was produced
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before that date. Specifically, the copyist—who does not name himself—mentions
(twice) the name of his teacher, Rabbi Meir ben Baruch of Rothenberg (c. 1215-1293)
(Dresden fol. 285r; Wroclaw fol. 130v), a prominent Tosafist in Ashkenazic communities
in the latter half of the thirteenth century. After mentioning Rabbi Meir, the scribe then
wrote the benediction for the deceased (Dresden, fol. 285v). Rabbi Meir’s death in 1293
(while in captivity) enables us to identify the terminus a quo of the manuscript’s
completion to that date. The manuscript’s mention (fol. 283r) of Eleazar ben Moses—the
preacher of Wuerzburg (d. 1286), active in Dresden and the grandson of Rabbi Judah the
Pious (d. 1217), and the founder of the German Pietists—situates the mahzor within the
world of the Pietists, a context discussed in this dissertation (Chapters Two-Five).357
Similar to the Laud Mahzor, the Dresden Mahzor is large (52.8 x 38 cm), and
there are 293 parchment pages in the first volume. The second volume in Wroclaw is
roughly the same size, (53.8 x 38.3 cm), and is 299 pages long. The Dresden Mahzor
contains ornamentation throughout the folios, but full-page or even partial-page
illuminations are rare in this manuscript. In addition to the imagery for Shavuot, which
makes extensive use of gold leaf, there is an illumination for Purim (fol. 82r) [Fig. 3.14]
and an illustrated arch for Shabbat Hagadol, the Great Sabbath preceding Passover (fol.
116r) [Fig. 3.15]. Based on comparison with another two-part mahzor, which is
definitively dated to 1290, it is very likely that the Double Mahzor was produced around
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the same time in Esslingen. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna first noted the similarities between the
Double Mahzor and the Esslingen Mahzor (first part - Jewish Theological Seminary
Library, MS MIC. 9344; second part - Hs. Ros. 609, Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana). The two
manuscripts share similar styles of handwriting—signaling that they were likely written
by the same scribe, Kalonymus (Qalonimos) ben Judah—and the use of ornamental
letters throughout the decoration of the text.358
The Tripartite Mahzor was initially written in two volumes, but later separated
into three, with consecutive folio numeration. The first volume (31 x 21.5 cm) is
comprised of 251 leaves and features the liturgy for special Sabbaths, Purim, Passover,
with the Song of Songs and its commentary. It is currently kept in the Library of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Kaufmann Collection (MS A 384). The second volume
(31.5 x 22 cm), which includes the Shavuot and Sukkot liturgy, is held in the collection
of the British Library in London (Add MS. 22413). The third volume (34 x 24.5 cm)
contains the liturgy for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur and is in the holdings of the
Bodleian Library in Oxford (MS Michael 619).
The scenes of Moses receiving the Tablets that we will focus on are in the second
volume of this three-part mahzor, which is comprised of 167 folios.359 A colophon on
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folio 80v specifies the name of the scribe, Hayyim Hazak (the strong); the name Hayyim
is repeated and decorated on another folio (fol. 103v), and additionally appears in our
volume after the book of Ruth which is read on Shavuot (fol. 80v).360 Along with
Hayyim’s name, Rabbi Meir (ben Baruch) of Rothenburg—the same figure noted in the
Dresden Mahzor—is mentioned in all three volumes as the teacher of Hayyim, the
mahzor’s scribe (fol. 99v in the Budapest volume, fol. 83 in the London volume, and fol.
194 in the Oxford volume). Rabbi Meir is also associated with several of the piyyutim in
the mahzor.361 The mention of Rabbi Meir (c. 1215-1293) allows us to attribute the
manuscript to the region around Rothenburg in Baden-Wuerttemberg. Based on Rabbi
Meir’s death date, the manuscript has a terminus a quo of 1293. In terms of its known
provenance, a later owner, Jacob Daniel bar Abraham Ulmo, is noted in an Italian script
(fol. 1), and on folio 167v an obituary for the same man dated to 1572 is inscribed.362
Sarit Shalev-Eyni has argued that the Tripartite Mahzor, along with several other
manuscripts, were copied by the same scribe (Hayyim) and produced in the secular
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workshop in the Lake Constance region. In particular, Shalev-Eyni compares these
manuscripts to the Gradual of St. Katharinenthal based on their similar color schemes,
representation of figures in narrative arrangements, and the relatively small size of the
Tripartite Mahzor; mid thirteenth-century Latin manuscripts were written on ruled lines
enabling the text to be denser, and the manuscripts correspondingly smaller, than other
Jewish manuscripts of the period.363 In addition to the Moses scene for Shavuot, there are
seven other illuminated initial word panels, including two other illustrations for Shavuot
(fols. 49r and 71r) [Figs. 3.16 and 3.17]. Five illustrations decorate the liturgy for the
festival of Sukkot (fols. 85r; 98r; 106r; 131r; fol. 148r) [Figs. 3.18-3.22].
The origins of the lavishly illustrated Leipzig Mahzor have received much
attention in past scholarship.364 Soon after its production, the codex was divided into two
manuscripts. The first volume contains pericopes and the pertinent Scrolls (Megillot) for
the spring festivals, including Shavuot, and the second volume is comprised of the
prayers for the fall festivals. Kogman-Appel argues that the liturgical texts point to the
Worms Jewish community in the Middle Rhine as a likely site of production, even if the

363

For further discussion see Shalev-Eyni, Jews among Christians.
There has been much scholarship on localizing the Leipzig Mahzor. See most recently:
Kogman-Appel, A Mahzor from Worms, Chapter One. For a suggested provenance in Freiburg im
Breisgau see: Judith Raeber, Buchmalerei in Freiburg im Breisgau ein Zisterzienserbrevier aus
dem frühen 14. Jahrhundert: Zur Geschichte des Breviers und seiner Illumination (Wiesbaden:
Reichert Verlag, 2003), 117-21. In the earliest work on the manuscript in 1906, Karl Voller
suggested an upper Rhenish provenance, see: Karl Voller, Katalog der islamischen, christlichorientalischen, jüdischen und samaritanischen Handschriften der Unversitätsbibliothek zu
Leipzig (Leipzig: O. Harrassowitz, 1906); and Sed-Rajna, Le Mahzor enluminé, 16. This
assertation was similarly followed by Elias Katz. See Elias Katz, ed., Machsor Lipsiae: 68
Faksimile-Tafeln der mittelalterlichen hebräischen illuminierten Handschrift aus dem Bestand
der Universitäts-Bibliothek Leipzig, intro Bezalel Narkiss (Hanau/Main: Verlag Werner Dausien,
1964). Narkiss identifies the provenance of the Leipzig Mahzor as southern Germany: Narkiss,
Hebrew Illuminated Manuscripts, 21, no. 1102.
364

174
illustrations and stylistic attributes have been attributed to the manuscript painting of the
Upper Rhine region. She makes the case for a different history of the manuscript,
suggesting that it was first used around 1310 in the Worms community, an important
center of Jewish learning and home to the prominent Jewish pietist Eleazar ben Judah of
Worms (c. 1160-c. 1230), already discussed in Chapter Two. Early research on the
mahzor had suggested that it was in use within the Worms Jewish community by 1553
based on an inscription in the mahzor (fol. 179r), stating that the manuscript was acquired
by David the son of Samuel Dekingen in the mid-sixteenth century. But this earlier
research, as Katrin Kogman-Appel shows, does not consider that the mahzor could have
been used within the Worms community before the sixteenth century and its subsequent
split into two volumes.365
As persecution increased in Worms, specifically in April of 1615, it is likely that
refugees fleeing the region took the mahzor to Eastern Galicia—previously part of
Poland, now Ukraine—possibly Saxony or Thuringia based on watermarks on inserted
paper sheets attached to the wooden covers inside the mahzor. Following the pogroms in
Poland in 1648-1651, the manuscript was brought back westward, and, in 1746,
purchased for the university library of Leipzig by its director, Christian Gottlieb Jöcher in
1746. The lower margins of the pages for Shavuot (fol. 130v-131r) [Fig. 3.5], Purim
(fols. 51v; 52r) [Figs. 3.23-3.24], and Passover (fol. 70v) [Fig. 3.25] are decorated with
narrative and explanatory scenes—those for Passover, for example, show preparations of
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the matzah (unleavened bread), while those for Purim depict scenes from the book of
Esther. Significantly, the Passover imagery also features the Israelites crossing the Red
Sea (fols. 72v-73r) [Figs. 3.26]. The iconographic program is varied, with several
illustrations depicting contemporary ritual customs, while other pages draw on rabbinical
exegesis.366
The Parma Mahzor was made in the mid-to late thirteenth century, and is
rendered in the typical Ashkenazic square script.367 The manuscript is comprised of 270
folios, and measures 26.1 x 20.2 cm. In contrast to the other mahzorim, this manuscript
only includes the piyyutim for the annual cycle of Jewish holidays; it does not feature the
ordinary services that were recited along with the piyyutim for the given holiday. While
little is known about the Parma Mahzor, the colophon on folio 223v names the
manuscript’s scribe: “I am the scribe Eliakim ben Kadosh.” Possible descendants of the
scribe are mentioned toward the end of the mahzor. One such descendent added a Yom
Kippur memorial service for Solomon ben Alexander, and Rivkah (daughter of Eliakim)
and Joseph ben Eliakim, all of whom were martyred during the Crusades. We will return
to these moments of brutal bloodshed and their relevance to covenantal imagery. Based
on the mention of the scribe’s descendants in the manuscript, it is possible that the
mahzor remained within Eliakim’s family and could have been loaned, as was common

366

Kogman-Appel, A Mahzor from Worms, 30-31.
For literature on the Parma Mahzor see: Giovanni Bernardo De Rossi, Mss. codices hebraici
Biblioth I. B. De-Rossi (Parmae: Ex Publico Typographeo, 1803), no. 736G; Giuliano Tamani,
“Elenco dei manoscritti ebraici miniati e decorati della ‘Palatina’ di Parma,” La Bibliofilia LXX
(1968): 99-100, no. 146; and Benjamin Richler, ed., Hebrew Manuscripts in the Biblioteca
Palatina in Parma: Catalogue, palaeographical and codicological descriptions by Malachi BeitArié (Jerusalem: Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Jewish National and University Library, 2001).
367

176
for medieval mahzorim, to a synagogue in Ashkenaz. Folio 169v contains corrections by
G[iovanni] Domenico Carretto dated to 1619. Carretto censored books in Mantua from
1617 to 1619, so we can infer that the manuscript was in Italy by 1619 at the latest.368
The first full-page illumination in the Parma Mahzor features, for the Shavuot
Adon Imnani piyyut, the scene of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law,
juxtaposed with the crossing of the Red Sea (fol. 101v-102r) [Fig. 3.6]. Following the
Moses scene and a piyyut that lists the 613 commandments (called Azharot,
“exhortations”), a half-page illumination features the first word of the piyyut Melekh Azur
(“King girded with might”) inscribed within a gilded medallion, adorned with four
monstrous creatures, that are alternately red and blue (fols. 129v-130r) [Fig. 3.27]. The
first sentences of the prayer are contained within an unusual golden roundel perched over
a post-and-lintel doorway, modeled in full detail with architectural elements. The third,
and final, illuminated page is for the Yom Kippur piyyut about God opening up the gates
of mercy to heaven (fols. 170v-171r) [Fig. 3.28]. The piyyut is contained on one side of
an architectural structure with obscure scenes of monstrous, fantastical creatures swordfighting on the other panel. About the provenance of this manuscript, very little is known.
The Biblioteca Palatina acquired the Parma Mahzor between 1818 and 1820 from Abbott
Giovanni Bernardo De Rossi about ten years before he died. De Rossi (1742-1831), a
professor of “oriental” languages at the University of Parma, was a prominent collector of
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manuscripts and incunabula, as well as an expert on Hebrew typography and its
variations.369 His signature is found on the last leaf of the manuscript.
The six mahzorim are alike in their Ashkenazic rite, origins of use within cities
along the Rhine River in then the Holy Roman Empire—now western and southern
Germany—similar to rites within those communities, and also in their lavish decoration,
especially for the scene of Moses receiving the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai. In all the
mahzorim, special attention is given to this scene and the accompanying Adon Imnani
piyyut. Each of the six medieval mahzorim treat the receipt and delivery of the Ten
Commandments as compositionally and spatially distinct, set off from the surrounding
scene and occupying a reserved space on the folio. Moreover, the elaborate decoration of
this scene, in contrast to the rest of the decidedly less lavishly illustrated folios, creates a
visual distinction on the page that sets it apart from other images in the manuscripts.

Shavuot in Medieval Ashkenaz
Before looking at the Shavuot imagery and liturgy in these mahzorim in detail, it
is helpful to briefly discuss the holiday of Shavuot as practiced from biblical times to
medieval Ashkenaz. The celebration of Shavuot as a commemoration of Moses receiving
the commandments on Mount Sinai was a post-biblical development, and, as the next two
chapters demonstrate, the connection to this biblical episode was heightened in medieval

369

For further discussion see: Norman Golb, “The De Rossi Collection of Hebrew Manuscripts at
the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma and its Importance for Jewish History,” paper delivered at the
7th Congress of the European Association of Jewish Studies, Amsterdam, July 21-25, 2002,
accessed March 24, 2022, https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/
files/uploads/shared/docs/Parma.pdf.

178
Ashkenaz. The biblical references to Shavuot do not prescribe any specific rituals or
customs to be observed with the holiday, unlike, for example, Passover, the central rituals
for which are described in detail in the Torah.370 The lack of biblically-ordained rituals
attached to the holiday allowed for its customs to evolve and for the meanings associated
with it to transform over time.371 The early summer festival of Shavuot is described in
Exodus as one of the three major pilgrimage festivals centered on the agricultural
seasons;372 the other two are Passover in the spring and Sukkot in the autumn. During the
First Temple period (1200-586 BCE), Shavuot was celebrated primarily as an agricultural
and pilgrimage festival. According to Leviticus, the main focus was to celebrate the
season’s first crop of wheat, recognizing the transition from the barley harvest of
Passover to the wheat harvest of Shavuot (Leviticus 23: 17-18). Two loaves of the finest
bread were presented to God, along with sacrificial lambs, and the earliest fruits of the
season were brought to the Temple.
Following the destruction of both Temples in Jerusalem (first in 586 BCE and
then in 70 CE),373 the significance of the three pilgrimage holidays changed. While these

370

For a thorough discussion on Shavuot as understood in the Bible see: Goodman, The Shavuot
Anthology, especially “Shavuot in the Bible,” 31-38.
371
Shavuot also does not receive much attention in rabbinic literature. All of the holiday’s laws
are found in a paragraph in the Shulhan Aruch (Orah Haim 494), via Sefaria, accessed March 24,
2022, https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Orach_Chayim.494?ven=Sefaria_
Community_Translation&vhe=Maginei_Eretz:_Shulchan_Aruch_Orach_Chaim,_Lemberg,_189
3&lang=bi.
372
For a biblical reference to Shavuot see: Exodus 34:22: “And thou shalt observe the feast of
weeks, even of the first-fruits of wheat harvest, and the feast of ingathering at the turn of the
year.” It describes the holiday as marking the wheat harvest. The related harvest season is
mentioned in the following biblical verses: Jeremiah 5:24, Deuteronomy 16:9-11, Isaiah 9:2.
Another reference to Shavuot is found in Leviticus 23:15-20.
373
For a discussion of Judaism during the two Temple periods, see Steven Fine, ed., The Temple
of Jerusalem: From Moses to the Messiah (Leiden: Brill, 2011).

179
holidays had previously focused primarily on agricultural cycles, and the changing of the
season, they now increasingly focused on commemorating the biblical events that
coincided with the holidays in the Jewish calendar.374 Beginning in the third century CE
Shavuot celebrations started to include commemorations of the reception of the Tablets
of Law, even though this event is not explicitly mentioned when Shavuot is described in
the Bible.375 Instead of sacrifice and pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem, once at the
heart of the holiday, prayers shifted to center themes of the Mosaic covenant and the
reception of the Tablets of Law. The medieval Ashkenazic liturgy and associated imagery
for Shavuot reflect medieval Jews’ intensified connection to the reception of the Law and
its covenantal tropes through the prayers and images, which were read, heard, seen and
ultimately internalized in synagogue.
By the later Middle Ages, the Ten Commandments were—and had been for
centuries—the designated Torah reading for the celebration of Shavuot.376 This practice
was rooted in the belief—as stated in early rabbinic literature—that Moses received the

374

For this discussion see Narkiss and Cohen-Mushlin, “The Illumination of the Worms Mahzor,”
79-80.
375
One of the earliest rabbinic texts to associate Shavuot with the giving of the Law is found in a
midrash (commentary) on Exodus: Exodus Rabbah, Chapter 31. The sources acknowledge the
“Festival of the Harvest on which the Torah was given to Israel.”
376
The evidence for the recitation of the Ten Commandments in the time of the Temple is
evidenced in the Nash Papyrus (University of Cambridge MS Or. 233), which was written circa
150 BCE in possibly Egypt.The text contains the Ten Commandments followed by Deuteronomy
6 (the Shema), which follows the order of liturgical texts prescribed by the Talmud. The Nash
Papyrus was first described in: Stanley Arthur Cook, “A Pre-Massoretic Biblical Papyrus,”
Proceedings of the Society of Biblical Archaeology 25 (1903): 34-56. For a discussion of the
Nash Papyrus see: F.C. Burkitt, “The Hebrew Papyrus of the Ten Commandments,” Jewish
Quarterly Review 15, no. 3 (April 1903): 392-408. More recently see: Emanuel Tov, “The Papyrus
Nash and the Septuagint,” in A Necessary Task: Essays on Textual Criticism of the Old Testament
in Memory of Stephen Pisano, eds. Dionisio Candido and Leonardo Pessoa da Silva, vol. 14 of
Analecta Biblica (Roma: Pontificia Università Gregoriana and Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2020),
33-50.

180
Ten Commandments on Shavuot, making this story a particularly appropriate part of the
Torah reading for the holiday.377 The Talmud states: “This is, without a doubt, the result
of the rabbinic belief that the Torah was given on Mount Sinai on Shavuot.”378 Although
the practice of reading the Ten Commandments aloud predated the Middle Ages, we will
see that they were given special attention in medieval Ashkenaz, particularly on Shavuot.

Shavuot Liturgy and Imagery in the Mahzorim
In each of the six mahzorim, the image of Moses receiving the Ten
Commandments is paired with the Adon Imnani piyyut, the prayer recited on the first
morning of the holiday.379 In all six manuscripts, it is the first illustrated folio for the
Shavuot liturgy, even though the texts for the holiday begin several pages before. In the
mahzorim, the scene is elaborately decorated, especially compared to the other
illustrations within the manuscripts. On each page in the manuscripts, the first word of
the twenty-two line poem, “Adon” (the Lord), is given particular emphasis, prominent in
both size and position and almost always gilded.
The poem, written in Aramaic (Appendix A: Adon Imnani Piyyut), and set two
millennia before the creation of the world, is narrated by the female personification of the
Torah.380 She describes how God trained and nurtured her to be a gift for the people of
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Israel, delivered to them to explain the secrets of the knowledge derived from the Torah.
The focus of the piyyut is about the preparation of the Torah to be delivered to the
Israelites rather than the delivery itself. In the arrangement of pages in the mahzorim, the
illustrations of the delivery of the Law come before the piyyut, thus moving the reader
back in time to the creation of the Torah, prior to its delivery to the Israelites.
The Shavuot liturgy in the Worms Mahzor, in which the Adon Imnani piyyut plays
a central role, touches on similar themes and tropes, namely the significance of the Torah
and its commandments for the relationship between God and Israel (fols. 109r-155r).381
This section provides an overview of the key liturgical texts for the first day of Shavuot,
the same day as the reading of the Adon Imnani piyyut. The hymn that opens the evening
service (fol. 109a) that precedes our piyyut was written by the mid eleventh-century
French composer and scholar Joseph ben Samuel Bonfils (“Tov Elem”).382 Recited by all
Ashkenazic communities, Bonfils’ hymn discusses God’s love for Israel, the miracles He
performed, and His teaching of the Torah and commandments. The poem begins with
Moses ascending Mount Sinai to hear and receive God’s powerful utterance of the Ten
Commandments. The piyyut links the revelation of the Law and the holiday by dating the
delivery of the Ten Commandments to Shavuot: “Toviah [Moses] ascended on high, and
brought down the all-inclusive Torah on the Festival of Shavuot.”383 Thus, before reading
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the Adon Imnani, the congregation would have already re-received, through the poem’s
setting of the scene, the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai, the focus of the holiday.
The covenant between God and the people of Israel continues into the present as the
piyyut describes: God delivers the Laws, and the Israelites rejoice in the words of the
Torah and commandments for eternity.
In the mahzorim, the Kaddish, presented in its full version, follows Bonfils’ piyyut
and precedes the Adon Imnani piyyut (Worms Mahzor, 110r). The Kaddish is a hymn
filled with praise for God, and when recited as a mourner’s prayer, it is meant to
memorialize and raise the souls of the dead, as a hymn filled with praise of God,
sanctifying His name. The Kaddish emphasizes not only God’s eternal sanctification, but
also His role as the Creator of the universe. The introduction to the prayer reads:
“Glorified and sanctified be God’s great name throughout the world which He has
created according to His will, Blessed be God’s great name to all eternity.”384 The
gratitude for God is eternal; His people are eternally loyal, bound in a covenant. The
Kaddish prayer introduces God as the creator, and the Adon Imnani piyyut that follows it
reinforces this trope. Following the reading of the Adon Imnani, the congregants recited
another piyyut (fol. 116v), called Sha-shuah (“delight”), which describes the personified

384

The Kaddish prayer as it appears within the Shavuot liturgy can be found in The Complete
Artscroll Machzor, 176-77. For further discussion on the Kaddish in medieval Ashkenaz see:
David I. Shyovitz, “‘You Have Saved Me from the Judgment of Gehenna’: The Origins of the
Mourner’s Kaddish in Medieval Ashkenaz,” AJS Review 39, no. 1 (2015): 49-73. For a discussion
on the Kaddish in medieval Ashkenaz see Elliot R. Wolfson, “The Mystical Significance of Torah
Study in German Pietism,” Jewish Quarterly Review 84, no. 1 (July 1993): 71-73; and Elliot R.
Wolfson, “Sacred Space and Mental Iconography: Imago Templi and Contemplation in
Rhineland Jewish Pietism,” in Ki Baruch Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Judaic Studies
in Honor of Baruch A. Levine, eds. Robert Chazan, William W. Hallo, and L.H. Schiffman
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 628.

183
Torah as a bride offered by God to the biblical forefathers. The Torah rejects all potential
suitors until finally she reaches Moses.
After the morning service, as part of an additional (musaf) morning service, a
piyyut, called Azharot (“exhortations”) (fols. 124v-129r) appears. This piyyut is read
specifically during the amidah (lit. “standing”) section of the added service in which the
congregants stand for the liturgical section in individual, silent prayer before the liturgy is
repeated aloud. The Azharot lists all 613 commandments of the Torah, which are
categorized according to the titles of each of the Ten Commandments.385 The half
Kaddish prayer, which in its partial version signals the conclusion of one part of the
service to the next, appears toward the end of the amidah within the musaf service (fol.
130r), marking the conclusion of that liturgical section. The Adon Imnani piyyut is thus
bookended by the Kaddish prayer.
After the abbreviated Kaddish prayer, a few more piyyutim exploring similar
themes appear throughout the rest of the musaf (additional) morning service. One such
piyyut is called Ayelet Ahavim (the loving doe, or hind) (fol. 130v), and was written by
the same author of the Adon Imnani piyyut, Shimon bar Yizhak. The beginning of the
poem is drawn from Proverbs 5:19: “A loving doe, a graceful mountain goat.”386 As with
Bonfils’ piyyut this poem relates to the delivery of the Ten Commandments at Mount
Sinai. The word “Sinai” is given particular emphasis throughout the text, even appearing
bolded in red on the folio in the Worms Mahzor. For example, a verse, based on Psalms
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68:16, repeats the word at the end of each line: “High hills rushed to precede Sinai / the
hill [which] God desires to dwell in Mount Sinai.” Enigmatically, the illustration
associated with the piyyut—also seen in the Tripartite Mahzor (fol. 49r) [Fig. 3.16]—
often depicts a hunting scene, possibly alluding to the persecution of the Jewish
people.387
Towards the end of the Shavuot liturgy, the piyyut called Akdamut Milin
(“Introductory Words [Ten Commandments]”) (fol. 149r) introduces the 613
commandments read in the Torah portion for the festival.388 The poem was written by
Rabbi Meir ben Isaac (Nehorai) of Orléans (d. 1095), the prayer leader in Worms, before
the First Crusade in 1096.389 The Akdamut Milin piyyut is centered on praising God, His
Torah, and His people. But the heart of the poem addresses the persistent loyalty of the
Jewish people in the face of their past and, most poignantly, their present persecution.
More than half the poem (verses 16 through 45) is dedicated to underscoring that Israel
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will be rewarded for their loyalty to God, even amidst trials and persecutions.390 One
verse in particular emphasizes the importance of studying the Torah for prayer: “He
wanted and wished and desired that they toil at the hard work (viz. Torah study)/ In order
that He might accept their prayers, and that their petitions be effective.”391 Gaining
knowledge of God’s Torah was a way to continue the covenant that began with the Ten
Commandments at Mount Sinai.
The Torah reading, introduced by Akdamut Milin, on the first day of Shavuot was
(and still is) Exodus 19 and 20, which recounts the revelation of the Law. In the biblical
passages, the Israelites are encamped at the base of Mount Sinai. Moses ascends the
mountain—even as the sublime presence of God is made manifest in thunder and
lightning—to receive the Tablets of Law with the Ten Commandments. The Torah
reading includes a recitation of the Ten Commandments, which were typically read aloud
while standing in medieval Ashkenaz. The haftarah, selections from the book of Prophets
in the Hebrew Bible, for the first day of Shavuot features passages from Ezekiel (1: 128), which describe the Prophet’s vision of the divine chariot, an element that often
appears in the iconography for Shavuot.
Following the Akdamut piyyut (fol. 149r), the mahzorim contain the targum
(Aramaic explication) for the Ten Commandments found in the beginning (Exodus 19:111) of the Torah reading for the day. The same targum prefaced each commandment in
the mahzorim, translated into English as follows:
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The first [second, third, etc.] Commandment, when it went forth from the mouth
of the Holy one Blessed be He, may his Name be blessed forever, was like
lightning and thunder and flames of fire. A flame of fire [stood] at the right side
and a flame of fire at its left; it flew and soared in the air of the heavenly
firmament, circled the tents of Israel, returned and was engraved upon the two
tablets of stone. And thus [the Commandment] called out: My people, my people,
the House of Israel.392
This introduction before each commandment serves to distinguish the individual
statements as separate entities, each issuing forth dramatically from the Godhead, and set
apart. It announces the commandments as individually spoken and written by God,
marking the Ten Commandments as separate from the other Torah readings. The
introduction also illustrates the atmospheric conditions of the moment of revelation as
described in the Bible: the commandments are each delivered with fire and lightning in a
truly sublime and awe-inspiring vision of God’s power.393 The preface, as we will see, is
a textual parallel to the imagery depicted in the mahzorim’s illustrations, specifically the
celestial manifestations, to the sounds of the trumpets, and the winged and haloed angels.
After the targum that prefaces each commandment, an individualized expanded
commentary—often in the form of a piyyut—follows many of them.394 For the beginning
of the first commandment, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out
of the land of slavery,” for example, the piyyut (fol. 149r in the Worms Mahzor) that
follows describes God’s miracles and actions from Creation until the redemption of the
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Israelites from Egypt.395 By reminding the reader of God’s miracles—from Creation
through Exodus—and emphasizing both His power and all that He has done for His
children, the piyyut underscores the importance of fulfilling the commandments. This
piyyut, together with the dramatic targum, paints a picture—visual, liturgical, and
atmospheric—of the revelation of the Ten Commandments. In addition to the special
attention given to descriptions of this scene in the text of the mahzorim, the Ten
Commandments were also set apart by a distinct liturgical reading style. This mode of
reading, as we will discuss in Chapter Four, echoed God’s utterances, and actively
rearticulated the revelation of the Law each year on Shavuot in medieval Ashkenaz.

Conclusion
The illustrated piyyut, Adon Imnani, is thus surrounded by the Shavuot liturgy
centered on Mosaic law: Bonfils’ piyyut, which describes God’s many miracles in order
to encourage compliance with God’s Law; the Kaddish, praising God the creator for all
of eternity; the Azharot piyyut, listing all 613 commandments of the Torah; the Ayelet
Ahavim piyyut, with its emphasis on “Sinai” recalling the setting for this scene; the
Akdamut Milin piyyut, which focuses on the Israelites’ loyalty to God, even in the face of
persecution and death, and finally, the recitation of the Ten Commandments, each
preceded by the targum with its vivid description of the atmospheric conditions of the
moment of revelation. The Shavuot liturgy contextualized the illustrated piyyut Adon
Imnani, narrating key events surrounding the revelation of the Law. Yet the liturgy goes
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beyond mere description; these words, composed by early medieval poets, would have
been recited aloud in the synagogue. Through this recitation—sometimes by the cantor
and at other times vocalized together—the Ten Commandments were given anew in the
Shavuot service, God’s Law reverberating throughout the sanctuary, inscribed in the
mahzorim displayed to the congregation, and, as we will see in the next two chapters,
illustrated in the illuminated pages of the revelation of the Law.
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Chapter Four: Covenantal Continuity in the Shavuot Imagery and Liturgy
Introduction
As demonstrated in Chapter Three, the Shavuot liturgy in medieval Ashkenazic
mahzorim highlights the central theme of the holiday—the commemoration of the
revelation of Law. Our piyyut, Adon Imnani, and its associated imagery, is flanked by
liturgical readings that foreground the covenant between God and Israel, the importance
of the Ten Commandments, and the Torah as a whole. By reading about the revelation of
the Law in the liturgy that precedes Adon Imnani, medieval Jewish congregants would
then have been primed to see this scene illustrated in the mahzorim for Shavuot.
This chapter argues that the images in the mahzorim not only visualize receiving
the Ten Commandments—reinforcing the spiritual interpretation of the holiday—but that
they also, in different ways, bring the ancient event, the climactic moment of covenantal
ratification, into the contemporary context of medieval Ashkenaz. By linking the biblical
foundation of the covenantal contract with the present, these images confer authenticity
to the Shavuot liturgy and demonstrate covenantal continuity from the reception of the
Tablets of Law to the ceremonies of medieval Ashkenaz. Focusing on the Leipzig and
Tripartite Mahzorim, this chapter examines how the imagery in the festival prayerbooks,
in concert with rabbinical discussions and rituals texts of the period, staged a covenantal
continuity.
Moving from the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law to the Ark of the
Covenant within the Tabernacle and Temple, the next chapter, Chapter Five, builds upon
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this argument. It demonstrates how the images in the Dresden, Worms, Parma and Laud
Mahzorim convey the transfer of divine presence from the ancient Temple, specifically
within the Ark of the Covenant to the Torah ark in the local, medieval synagogues of
Ashkenaz. Examining the different architectural frameworks depicted in the Dresden,
Worms, Parma, and Laud Mahzorim, Chapter Five steps outside the book and into the
built space of medieval Ashkenaz, situating the rituals within the architecture of
contemporary synagogues, including the orientation and decoration of liturgical furniture.
The first part of Chapter Four provides necessary context, exploring how the Ten
Commandments were intertwined with medieval Ashkenazic liturgical customs,
especially on Shavuot. The second part then examines how the imagery in the Tripartite
and Leipzig Mahzorim visualizes this heightened focus on the Sinaitic scene in medieval
liturgy and practice and emphasizes the divine lineage connecting the Torah to the Ten
Commandments. In so doing, the mahzorim aided in linking medieval Ashkenazic Jewish
communities with the biblical Israelites through the chain of covenantal continuity.

The Ten Commandments and the Torah in Medieval Ashkenaz
Before examining how the mahzorim conveyed covenantal continuity, we need,
first, to understand how the German Pietists, the Hasidei Ashkenaz, conceptualized their
relationship between the Torah, in contemporary life, and the Ten Commandments in the
biblical past. Rabbinic texts of the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries in medieval
Ashkenaz, especially those of the Pietists, express a tightly interconnected relationship
between the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law and the Torah, even going so far
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as to equate the two texts.396 Like the Ten Commandments, the Torah, the heart of
medieval ceremonial life, was revealed by God to Moses at Mount Sinai; the two thus
share a common, divine origin.397 As the festival commemorating the revelation of the
Law in medieval Ashkenaz, Shavuot naturally served to meaningfully integrated the two.
On a basic level, and as outlined in Chapter Two, the Ten Commandments
comprise the first ten statements of the 613 commandments, part of the Written Torah.
Eleazar of Worms in Sefer Hasidim equates the Torah with the Ten Commandments
saying that there is no difference because both were received from God.398 He writes:
A person is obligated to perfect himself by establishing the commandments of his
Creator and arranging his actions; then he will know his Creator…We have
received all the commandments from the holy sages, and there is no difference
with respect to the commandments between their words and the words of the
Torah, for these too were given to us, and they received them from their fathers
and their fathers from the prophets, and everything is [received] from God
through Moses, the reason and how to perform it.399
According to Eleazar, the whole of the Torah was given to Moses at Mount Sinai,
together with the Ten Commandments. Both texts share a genealogy, passed down
through the generations by the same line of predecessors, and thus both are equally
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important and authentic. Rashi similarly asserts that the 613 commandments were given
as part of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai in his discussion of the Azharot
(“exhortations”), the liturgical poems that were written to accompany, enumerate, and
expound upon each of the 613 commandments. Rashi writes:
All the six hundred and thirteen commandments are implicitly contained in the
Ten Commandments and may therefore be regarded as having been written on the
Tablets. Rabbi Saadia specified in the Azharot which he has composed those
commandments which may be associated with each of the Ten
Commandments.400
For Rashi, though only the Ten Commandments were written on the Tablets of Law, the
613 commandments of the Torah are implied in the Ten Commandments, and were
verbally delivered by God at Mount Sinai. Thus, the revelation of the Law may be
understood to have included the entire Torah. The Torah in its entirety thus served to
reconstitute the covenant in the medieval sanctuary, standing in for the Tablets of Law
given at Mount Sinai.
The Pietists used the shared divine origins of both the Ten Commandments and
the Torah as a jumping off point for conceptualizing their own identity and lineage. They
viewed themselves, and their generation in particular, as the direct descendants of Moses
and the biblical Israelites. Moreover, they did not believe that the Ten Commandments as
given at Mount Sinai were complete. Specifically, the Pietists believed that they had
received special, esoteric knowledge from God in the form of the Oral Torah—
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commentaries on the Written Torah, including the Mishna, and the Talmud.401 The
Pietists believed that this knowledge was their inheritance, and saw themselves as the last
in the chain of unbroken transmission dating back to the biblical past. But they also
believed that the knowledge shared at Mount Sinai was neither finite nor complete, and
saw the continued interpretation of this esoteric knowledge as the sacred task of their
contemporary generation. Equipped with tools in the form of the Oral Torah, the Pietists
believed they would be the ones finally and fully to interpret the hidden meanings of the
Written Torah.402 They thus perceived themselves as not only the possessors of this
knowledge, but also as active interpreters of it, participating in the very making,
extracting, and exposition of laws and rituals, that had been passed down from Mount
Sinai.403
Pietist texts demonstrate the level to which their authors (and readers) identified
with Moses and the Israelites receiving the Torah, and drew a parallel between Torah
readers in the medieval synagogue and Moses hearing the words of the Ten
Commandments at Mount Sinai. Specifically, in Sefer Hasidim (The Book of the
Pietists), Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg (“Judah the Pious”) (1150-1217) explains that
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when the reader (the cantor) and the listeners (congregants) hear the words of the Torah
they are literally hearing the words from Moses at Mount Sinai. He writes:
When the elders were returning from reading of the Torah [from the scroll placed
on the bimah at the center of the prayer hall] and seated down, they covered their
faces. [People] asked [them] why. One [of them] said: The one who hears [the
Torah reading] from the reader [in the synagogue] is like the one who hears it
from Moses… And it is written, ‘Whenever Moses went in before the Lord to
speak with Him, he would leave the veil off until he came out; and when he came
out and told the Israelites what he had been commanded, the Israelites would see
how radiant the skin of Moses’ face was. Moses would then put the veil back over
his face until he went in to speak with Him (Exodus 34:34-35).’404
This equivalence between the Ten Commandments and the Torah is enacted in
synagogue, through performance, in the ceremonies and ritual centered on the Torah, and
through speech in the words of the Torah recitation. Contemporary ritual declamation
thus continuously re-enacts the revelation of Law, and the initial reception of the Torah.
Hearing the words of the Torah spoken aloud transported the prayer leader, and thus the
congregants, metaphorically, to Mount Sinai, to the moment of the forging of covenant.
On Shavuot, medieval ceremonial practices served to heighten this connection
between the Ashkenazic Jewish community and Moses/the Israelites. As discussed in
Chapter Three, the piyyutim written and recited on Shavuot centered on the Ten
Commandments and on recreating the aura of the dramatic event at Mount Sinai. Given
the festival’s special focus on commemorating the revelation of the Law and the belief in
the equivalence of the commandments and the Torah, the Shavuot ceremonies, which
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centered on the Torah, reinforced contemporary Jews’ identification with their biblical
ancestors.
Another Shavuot custom, the recitation of the commandments according to the
upper cantillation, would have served to further strengthen this connection between past
and present. The upper cantillation (“Ta’am Elyon”) mode of reading, where each
commandment was segmented into small parts, formed as separate one-line verses for all
ten statements. This style of reading emphasized the individual directives contained
within each commandment and recreated how the Ten Commandments were dramatically
read at Mount Sinai.405 Significantly, it also differed from how the Torah, and indeed the
Ten Commandments, were usually read throughout the year, thus further setting the
Shavuot services apart. The upper cantillation is first mentioned in medieval Ashkenaz,
discussed by the French scholar Hezekiah ben Manoah (the “Hizkuni,” 1250-1310), in his
commentary on Exodus 20.406 He explains that Shavuot customs should not only mark
the revelation of the Law, but also recreate the scene’s unfolding. Since God uttered the
Ten Commandments as ten distinct statements, so too should Jewish communities read
the Ten Commandments in the same way, formulated in liturgy as the upper cantillation
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system. Rashi’s pupil, the French Talmudist Simhah ben Shmuel (d. 1105), understood
this type of reading to be a recreation of the precise mode in which the commandments
were spoken at Mount Sinai. The biblical verse in Exodus 19:19 reads: “The blare of the
horn grew louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder.” On this
verse, Simhah ben Shmuel wrote: “The method of chanting the accents was revealed to
Moshe [Moses]; when one should draw out the tune, raise one’s voice, dwell on a
syllable, stand, raise, lower, and when to rest.” The Pietist thinkers thus believed that
their mode of reading, as practiced in their synagogue on Shavuot, was transmitted from
Moses, enabling them to read the Ten Commandments as they would have been uttered
from God to the Israelites.
Much like the above discussed Pietist texts, the Shavuot image in each mahzor
demonstrates covenantal continuity through the use of different visual strategies and
distinct medieval practices to connect the revelation of the Law to present day practice.
On a basic or literal level, we can see this in the frequent depictions of figuring wearing
pointed hats in the mahzorim; the figures wear modern dress instead of the garb of
ancient Israelites.407 The figures pictured in the mahzorim would have been familiar, and
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contemporary to the medieval viewer/reader, and in their familiarity, they reinforce the
covenantal continuity linking the biblical utterance of the commandments with the
contemporary liturgical reading. The representations of rituals concentrated on the Torah
in the sanctuary, and the initiation ritual in the Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim,
respectively, show how these ceremonies evolved and changed in twelfth- and thirteenthcentury Ashkenaz. The staging of these rituals was imbued with covenantal meaning
specific to Shavuot and to the revelation of Law at Mount Sinai.

Covenantal Continuity in the Tripartite Mahzor
In the Tripartite Mahzor [Figs. 3.4 and 3.4a], the scene of Moses receiving the
Tablets of the Law on Mount Sinai is figured as a contemporary synagogue, conflating
the medieval sanctuary and Mount Sinai. Moses is raised on a hillock, representing
Mount Sinai, and he holds up the Tablets of Law in a gilded frame.408 The first word of
each commandment is written on the right side; the first two words of the proscriptive
commandments—each one beginning with the word lo in Hebrew (translated as “do
not”)—appear on the left side. Moses’ priestly brother Aaron, wearing a Christian
bishop’s headdress (a miter) stands behind Moses, followed by a procession, first of men
and then of (bird-headed) women.409 All the figures, dressed in courtly robes and mantles
as well as distinctive medieval Jewish hats, turn toward Moses as he prominently raises
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the Tablets of Law, making them visible for all to see—both the depicted Israelites and
the page’s implied viewers/readers. The hands of the congregants are clasped in prayer.
Set against a bright red backdrop, prominent long trumpets (clarions) and rams’ horns
prominently emerge from the sky above, and thickly-painted, intertwining vines abloom
with flowers and fleur-de-lis purposefully separate the figural groups. The gilded vines
act as screens, sequestering Moses (with the Tablets of Law) from Aaron, Aaron from the
men, and the men from the women. The first word of the piyyut for Shavuot, Adon, is
written above the figures, interwoven with the vines, at the center of the illustration. Adon
refers to a title or appellation of God, meaning Lord/Master. The rest of the piyyut is
written in two rows below the image and continues onto the next two folios.
The positioning of the medieval Jewish figures, who stand and face the Ten
Commandments, as Moses elevates and presents the Tablets of Law, makes visual
reference to a ceremony called hagbah (raising of the Torah). This ceremony takes place
in the synagogue after the public Torah reading and before the scrolls would have been
processed back to the ark. The prayer leader raises the unfurled Torah, allowing the
congregants to see the text on the parchment of the scroll. The worshippers rise and recite
the following blessing: “This is the Teaching [Torah] that Moses set before the Israelites”
(Deuteronomy 4:44). A description of the hagbah can be found in the minor tractate,
composed as a post talmudic, non-canonical work in Mesopotamia in 750 CE, called
tractate Soferim (Scribes). Chapter 14 of the tractate describes guidelines for the making
of the Torah scroll, including its public reading.410 The tractate Soferim was revived in
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medieval Ashkenaz and became especially important to the medieval Ashkenazic
liturgical rites beginning in the eleventh century.411 An excerpt (14:14) reads:
Then he opens the Torah scroll three columns, and raises it so that the writing is
facing the people who stand to the right and left, and brings it backward and
forward, for it is a mitzvah [good deed] for all the men and women to see the
writing, and bow, and say, ‘And this is the Torah which Moshe placed before the
children of Israel.’
The raising of the Torah derives from a verse in Deuteronomy 27:26, which reads:
“Cursed be he who will not uphold the terms of this Teaching [Torah] and observe
them…”. The words “uphold” and “observe” were to be taken literally; the Torah was
raised so that the congregants could see the word of God, the words of the covenant. But
in medieval Ashkenaz specifically, a blessing was added to accompany the ceremony
which reads: “And this is the Torah which Moses set before the Children of Israel
according to the commandment of the Lord by the hand of Moses.”412 The addition of the
latter statement “according to the commandment of the Lord by the hand of Moses”
establishes the Torah’s divine provenance, that it was given directly to Moses by God.
The addition of this blessing to the hagbah ceremony in medieval Ashkenaz
established that the Torah was given to the Israelites along with the Ten Commandments
at Mount Sinai. Moreover, the use of the definite article, “this,” signaled that the elevated
parchment of the Torah was the very one revealed at Mount Sinai, and that it, the Torah,
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is the functional equivalent of the Tablets of the Law, as received by Moses. Just as the
prayer leader held up the Torah and expressed its divine origins in the revelation of Law,
in the Tripartite Mahzor image Moses gestures with each thumb to the visible
commandments on the Tablets, recreating the hagbah ceremony within the illustrated
page of the manuscript.
The image thus stages the revelation of the Law at Mount Sinai as the familiar
hagbah ceremony within the medieval synagogue. The mahzor’s image of the Tablets of
the Law is subtly associated with medieval Torah liturgy through the use of visual
parallels. The two Tablets echo the two rows of the piyyut below, which describes the
centrality of the primordial Torah in the creation of the world and its eventual
foundations for the Israelites. Additionally, the piyyut and the Tablets literally share the
same ground, that is, the parchment of the page. The naked parchment is visible through
the Tablets of Law, just as it is through the letters of the piyyut inscribed below. The first
words of the Ten Commandments are written directly on the parchment with no
background, ostensibly by the same hand as the words of the piyyut. Thus, when Moses
points to the Tablets in the image, he is also figuratively gesturing to the medieval piyyut,
creating an analogy between the two. The piyyut—Shavuot medieval liturgy about the
Torah—thus shares the authenticity and provenance of the Ten Commandments. In the
blessing recited with the hagbah, the medieval Jewish figures in the image and in the
synagogue are declaring that all three texts—the Ten Commandments, the Torah, and the
contemporary liturgy of the piyyut—were divinely given to Moses from God.
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The positioning of the groups of figures, moreover, reflects specific cultural
developments around the use of the Torah in thirteenth-and fourteenth-century Ashkenaz.
During this period, extra precautions were implemented to safeguard the Torah scroll in
the sanctuary, including requiring any who entered the sanctuary in the presence of the
Torah to have achieved a certain level of purity. But these measures especially extended
to the handling of the scroll itself, which beginning in the thirteenth century was
restricted to only rabbis, scribes, and the cantor in the synagogue.413 As congregants were
no longer allowed access to the Torah, they instead lined up in a procession to face the
Torah, to be closer to it. The figures in the image from the Tripartite Mahzor reflect these
concerns and liturgical developments, conveying the Pietist belief in the singular sanctity
of the Torah’s presence. The figures in the illuminations stand in lines resembling the
procession formed by congregants in the synagogue during the Torah reading, when the
scrolls are taken out of the ark. They inch towards the Tablets of Law in a manner similar
to how the congregants would have processed towards to the Torah in the sanctuary. The
men and women are subsidiary; they stand on a lower ground than Moses and Aaron.
They do not, and cannot, touch the Tablets, but rather hold up their hands in gestures of
prayer, signaling the holy status of the Ten Commandments before them. Significantly,
Moses is the only figure touching the Tablets of Law, consistent with the medieval
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restrictions around access to the Torah.414 In this way, Moses assumes the role of the
cantor in the medieval synagogue, responsible for raising the Torah during the hagbah
ceremony.415
The image in the Tripartite Mahzor thus visualizes the Pietist interpretation of this
scene, drawing a comparison between those listening to the Torah and Moses at Mount
Sinai.416 Just as Moses veiled his face after hearing God’s voice—the Israelites feared the
radiance emanating from Moses after encountering God—so the congregants covered
their own faces after hearing the words of the Torah during the public recitation.417 The
barrier formed by the prominent foliage surrounding and almost covering the word
“Adon” can be understood as a veil, protecting the viewers from witnessing the full
power of God’s words, the Tablets of Law. The gilded lettering used for this word evokes
God’s radiant presence, visible even through the veil of foliage.418 God’s appellation,
Adon, hovers above the two groups of figures, forming an enclave permeated by His
presence. The piyyut it begins heralds the importance of the Torah for the Israelites; in its
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gilded lettering, Adon echoes the gilded border of the Tablets of the Law, establishing a
visual connection between the two. The positioning of that gilded word, paralleled with
the gilded Tablets of Law, carries forward the divine glory from Mount Sinai into the
heart of the medieval sanctuary.
The illumination in the Tripartite Mahzor for Shavuot also conflates Mount Sinai
and the medieval sanctuary, connecting Ashkenazic Jewish communities directly to
Moses and the revelation of Law. In addition to the hagbah ceremony discussed above,
further references to the medieval world can be seen in the way the figures are arranged
on the page, particularly the verdant vine borders that separate the men and the women in
the image.419 In medieval synagogues, men and women were separated, and women were
not allowed to enter the main sanctuary.420 In place of vines, the separate spaces for men
and women in the synagogue would typically have been marked by a curtain, a shallow
wall, or a separate galley at a higher level.421 Moreover, the vines might recall a custom
that likely began in medieval Ashkenaz, of decorating the walls of the sanctuary with
leaves and flowers specifically for Shavuot. This custom developed in order to

419

Based on comparisons with vine borders in the other images of the Tripartite Mahzor, it is
clear that the vinery for the Moses scene explicitly separates the men and women from one
another, and is not merely a decorative feature on the page.
420
For the layout of medieval synagogues in Ashkenaz see Ena Giurescu Heller, “Western
Ashkenazi Synagogues in Medieval and Early Modern Europe,” in Jewish Religious
Architecture: From Biblical Israel to Modern Judaism, ed. Steven Fine (Leiden: Brill, 2019),
169-83. See also: Vivian B. Mann, “Towards an ‘Iconography’ of Medieval Diaspora
Synagogues,” in The Jews of Europe in the Middle Ages (Tenth to Fifteenth Centuries):
Proceedings of the International Symposium held at Speyer, 20-25 October 2002, ed. Christoph
Cluse, vol. 4 of Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. Y. Hen
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 341-52.
421
Elisheva Baumgarten, “Praying Separately? Gender in Medieval Ashkenazi Synagogues
(thirteenth-fourteenth centuries),” CLIO. Women, Gender, History 44, no. 2 (2016): 43-63.

204
commemorate how the desert blossomed when God delivered the Ten Commandments to
Moses, yet another link between the medieval worshippers and the biblical Israelites
depicted in the mahzor.422
Another hint that the setting represented in the mahzor is actually the medieval
sanctuary is the individual depicted standing at the front of the group of women, holding
a small black codex that identifies her as the prayer leader for the women. Because
women were separated from the main prayer space in the medieval sanctuary, a female
prayer leader was designated to recite the liturgical texts aloud. The black book in the
image probably is meant to represent a prayerbook, which would have contained the Ten
Commandments.423 At least one account in the life of Dulcia of Worms (d. 1196), the
wife of Eleazar of Worms, includes recitation of the Ten Commandments as one of her
prayer activities. While women did not recite all forms of liturgical texts, reciting the Ten
Commandments was a core part of their religious observance.424 The image in the
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For a discussion on the custom in the medieval Ashkenazi synagogue see: Heller, “Western
Ashkenazi Synagogues in Medieval and Early Modern Europe,” 171. The blossoming imagery
with the fleur-de-lis motifs—a contemporary symbol—makes clear that it is the floral-decorated
medieval sanctuary designed to resemble Mount Sinai.
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Ashkenaz who was in charge of interpreting prayers for the other women in the synagogue.
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Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. Y. Hen (Turnhout: Brepols,
2004), 83-89. For an image of a “listening window” between the sanctuary and the women’s
prayer hall see p. 89.
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Tripartite Mahzor, of a woman holding a codex, next to the piyyut about receiving the
Torah and recited on Shavuot, firmly links medieval practice in the sanctuary to Sinaitic
events. Unlike the men in the first group, the woman who holds the prayerbook looks up
sharply, not at the Tablets held by Moses, but at the first letter of the word Adon—aleph,
making clear the connection between the Tablets of Law, the Ten Commandments in her
prayerbook, and the piyyut below. Intriguingly, it is the women who seem to represent
contemporary liturgical practice, while the men are more concretely tied to the Sinaitic
precedent. Yet, importantly, God’s presence from the revelation of Law is accessible to
both groups in the image.
This brings us back to the custom of hagbah, the ceremonial raising of the Torah
scroll for all to see. One of the rabbinic rulings on the hagbah specifically highlights the
importance of both men and women being able to see the words of the Ten
Commandments/Torah; in the illumination, both men and women are shown receiving
the words of God. Here, the foot of Mount Sinai stands in for the platform of the
sanctuary. The figures, moreover, are oriented from right to left, the same direction as the
text on the folio would be read. This orientation parallels the positioning of the
congregants in the medieval sanctuary [Fig. 4.1]. Medieval viewers would have seen their
own practices mirrored in the image. Reading the scene from right to left, they would
have seen themselves entering the sanctuary, forming a procession to the prayer leader
raising the Torah at the reading platform, and feeling God’s presence emanate from His
words, just as the Israelites approach Moses on Mount Sinai, holding the Tablets of Law
aloft so all can see the word of God.
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In addition to visual and textual, the reception of the Ten Commandments on the
Tablets of Law has an auditory component as well, announced loudly through the musical
instruments—four trumpets and two rams’ horns (shofarot, pl. for shofar)—shown
emerging from clouds at the top of the scene.425 Oriented toward the Tablets of Law,
these horns also point to the commandments inscribed on the Tablets and herald their
presence. The inscription of the first word of each commandment on the Tablets
underscores that the statements were delivered as written words, while the trumpet that
points to the Tablets emphasizes that before being written these laws were first spoken;
together, they can be taken as symbols of both the Written, and the Oral Law.
Furthermore, the instruments visualize the aural aspects of this scene as described in
scriptures, specifically the thunder that accompanied God’s voice when He delivered the
Ten Commandments. The choice of the trumpet is deliberate and alludes to the biblical
description of the blaring of horns as a core part of the revelation of the Law at Mount
Sinai:426
On the third day, as morning dawned, there was thunder, and lightning, and a
dense cloud upon the mountain, and a very loud blast of the horn; and all the
people who were in the camp trembled (Exodus 19:16).
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For a discussion of music throughout the Tripartite Mahzor and in the context of
contemporaneous Christian liturgical music see: Guy Shaked, “The Jewish attitude towards the
playing of music in the Tripartite Mahzor,” Cogent Arts & Humanities 7, no. 1 (2020): 1-20. For
further discussion on the influence of Christian imagery in the Tripartite Mahzor, especially the
influence of angels and musical instruments in the Moses scene, see Sarit Shalev-Eyni, Jews
among Christians: Hebrew Book Illumination from Lake Constance (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010),
117-29.
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Trumpets also appear later in the Sinaitic story and are used to gather the Israelites after
marching from Mount Sinai. See Deuteronomy 10.
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Thunderous trumpets, sounding together with thunderclaps, were part of the sublime
experience the Israelites at Mount Sinai, announcing the divine presence of God at the
revelation of Law. The alternating musical instruments in the Tripartite Mazhor direct the
viewer’s eye toward the Tablets, similarly declaring the divine presence.
Furthermore, the arrangement and directionality of the instruments echoes that of
the figures below. Through this visual parallel, the image gives symbolic voice to the
figures, whose hands are clasped in prayer, contextualizing their prayer in the sublime
experience, filled with sound and light, at the revelation of Law. The positioning of the
trumpets, with their apertures pointed toward the Tablets and their mouthpieces in the
clouds, activates the communicative connection between the figures and the Tablets of
Law. This in turn highlights the importance of communication, both written and aural, to
the scene. The representation of these musical instruments adds an auditory dimension to
the Moses scene in the mahzorim, introducing a new sense (hearing) with which viewers
could engage with the story depicted.427 The appearance of the trumpets, moreover, can
be read as a reference to the upper cantillation mode of reading used on Shavuot in which
each statement is segmented like the distinct trumpets pictured in the image, again
connecting medieval Jewish practice directly to Mount Sinai. Both the figures in the
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scene and the medieval worshippers were not only witnesses to the revelation of the Law
but active participants. By drawing parallels between contemporary worship and the
original delivery of the Ten Commandments, medieval Jews were able to authenticate the
changing rituals for the celebration of Shavuot.

Torah Study, an “Expanded Heart,” and the Ten Commandments in the Leipzig
Mahzor
Medieval Jewish communities’ identification with the Israelites at Mount Sinai,
centered on the Torah in contemporary life, is also seen in the Leipzig Mahzor [Figs. 3.5,
3.5a, and 3.5b]. While the Tripartite Mahzor [Figs. 3.4 and 3.4a] linked the Tablets of
Law and Ten Commandments with the raising of the Torah, the division of men and
women in the synagogue, and specific celebrations for Shavuot, the Leipzig Mazhor
connects the initiation ritual, a richly symbolic ceremony that introduced male children to
Judaism through Torah learning, marking the first day of school for the young child, to
the Sinaitic scene.428 The custom, extensively discussed by Ivan Marcus, was revived in

428

There has been much literature on the initiation ritual, notably and for general background on
the initiation ceremony in the Middle Ages see: Ivan G. Marcus, Rituals of Childhood: Jewish
Acculturation in Medieval Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996). For further
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Medieval and Early Modern Visual Culture, ed. Mitchell Merback (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 87-118.
For a discussion on the Christian imagery in the initiation ritual with an examination of the
Leipzig Mahzor see Evelyn M. Cohen, “The Teacher, the Father and the Virgin Mary in
the Leipzig Mahzor,” in Proceedings of the Tenth World Congress of Jewish Studies. Division D.
Volume 2: Art, Folklore and Music (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1990), 71-76.
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the Rhineland in the twelfth century and specifically took place on Shavuot to coincide
with the holiday’s commemoration of the giving of the Law at Mount Sinai.429
The illustration in the Leipzig Mahzor [Fig. 3.5] is spread across the two folios of
the piyyut at the bottom of the page. From right to left [Fig. 3.5a], Moses is pictured on a
rocky Mount Sinai with scattered flowers, holding the gilded Tablets of Law in the form
of writing tablets bound together. Similar to the figures in the Tripartite Mahzor, the
figures in the Leipzig Mahzor wear contemporary mantles and robes, and Jewish hats;
here again the Israelites at Mount Sinai are pictured as medieval Jews. Moses is labeled
above: “Moses our Rabbi.” At the bottom of the page, below the piyyut, the figures line
up in front of him, hands reaching out to receive the Ten Commandments. Above, within
the first word of the piyyut, “Adon,” a figure is about to slay a fiery, red, ferocious
lion.430
The piyyut continues onto the next page, as does the illumination. On the page
facing the Moses scene the initiation ritual is depicted in three vignettes (fol. 131r) [Fig.
3.5b], an allusion to the three stages of the ritual itself. The first appears in the center, and
is flanked by the second on the viewer’s left and third at our right. At the center of the
first scene, the child who is celebrating this milestone is taken by his father to his grey-
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The custom was based on earlier magic rituals for adults that were practiced on Shavuot.
Those rituals were adapted for the children’s initation ritual, specifically revived in the Rhineland
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Further consideration is needed, but we could consider its significance in terms of unwavering
faith in God and the Mosaic covenant. For a discussion of Daniel and the lion, not in the context
of this mahzor, see Sara Offenberg, “Daniel in the Lions’ Den: Jewish-Christian Polemics in
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bearded teacher, who sits on an imposing, throne-like bench. Two boys are lined up in
front of the teacher in school, provisioned with the honey cakes and eggs inscribed with
Hebrew verses, which would be consumed in the ceremony. A young student about to
begin the ritual is seated on the teacher’s lap with a gilded tablet—a mirror of the gilded
Tablets of Law depicted across the gutter—containing the Hebrew alphabet. The student
is asked to recite verses against forgetfulness, specifically against Potah, the “prince of
forgetfulness,” to ask that he not block the child’s heart. While reciting these verses, the
student sways back and forth. At the far right of the scene, the teacher takes two students
to a fish-filled river. The river was meant to aid the children in memorizing what they had
learned from the alphabet because the river, as we will discuss below, signified the
Torah. As a reward, the child receives delicacies—fruits and nuts—at the end of the
ceremony.431
The initiation ritual is laden with meaning that highlights parallels between the
reception of the Law at Mount Sinai and the Torah in medieval Ashkenaz. The earliest
account of the ritual by Eleazar of Worms in the Sefer ha-Roqeah (Book of the Perfumer)
explains the significance of the ritual’s observance on Shavuot: “It is the custom of our
ancestors to sit the children down to study [the Torah for the first time] on Shavuot
because that is when the Torah was given.” 432 To support this, Eleazar continues his
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For a discussion of sources related to the delicacies, specifically nuts and fruits, consumed by
the child being introduced to Torah study, see Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 19-20.
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Eleazar ben Judah of Worms, Sefer ha-Roqeah, Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, Hebrew MS
363 [i4£2], f. 96a. Cited in Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 26-27. In contrast to the German texts,
the French texts do not specify when the ritual took place, but all sources imply that the meaning
of the ritual was connected with the meaning of Shavuot as the revelation of Law. For a
discussion on the German versus French versions of the ritual, including a discussion about the
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description of the ritual with verses from Exodus centered on the revelation of Law at
Mount Sinai. He writes:
A [scriptural] indication that the boy should be covered so that he will not see a
Gentile or a dog on the day he is instructed in the holy letters is (‘No one else
shall come up with you, and no one else shall be seen anywhere on the mountain’)
neither shall the flocks and the herds graze at the foot of this mountain’ (Exod.
34:3). The boys are brought on Shavuot morning at sunrise, according to [the
verse]: [‘On the third day,] as morning dawned, there was thunder, and lightning’
(Exod. 19:16). He is covered with a cloak on the way from their house to the
synagogue or the teacher's house, according to (the verse): ‘and they took their
places at the foot (or: nether part) of the mountain’ (Exodus 19:17).433
All of the verses Rabbi Eleazar draws upon as sources for the present observance of the
ritual refer to the Sinaitic scene, creating a parallel between a child receiving his
introduction to the Torah, and the Israelites receiving the Law at Mount Sinai. In the
Sefer ha-Roqeah the synagogue or teacher’s house—the setting of the initiation ritual in
medieval Ashkenaz—is compared to the foot of Mount Sinai. Just as the Tablets of Law
were delivered at sunrise, so the initiation ritual begins at dawn. The boy studying the
Torah for the first time is thus analogous to the Israelites receiving the Torah and hearing
the words of the commandments for the first time.
The juxtaposition of the contemporary initiation ritual with the scene of Moses
and the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law in the Leipzig Mahzor serves to highlight
covenantal continuity; past and present are connected through the shared experience of
receiving God’s Law on Shavuot, whether in the form of the Tablets or the Torah. If the
student is analogous to the Israelites, it then follows that the teacher, as we discussed

German version in reaction to the Tosafist French movement, see Marcus, Rituals of Childhood,
16-31.
433
Eleazar ben Judah of Worms, Sefer ha-Roqeah, Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, Hebrew MS
363 [i4£2], f. 96a. Cited in Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 26-27.
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above, is comparable to Moses. In the book of Numbers, Moses is described (in a
seeming oxymoron) as a “nursing father” (11:11-12).434 The verses read:
And Moses said to the Lord, “Why have You dealt ill with Your servant, and why
have I not enjoyed Your favor, that You have laid the burden of all this people
upon me?
Did I conceive all this people, did I bear them, that You should say to me, ‘Carry
them in your bosom as a nurse carries an infant,’ to the land that You have
promised on oath to their fathers?
Moses describes himself as a nurse, carrying his child, the Israelites, to the Promised
land. Moses nurtures the Israelites to prepare them to receive the Torah—introducing
them to the Tablets of Law—just as the teacher in the initiation ritual prepares the student
to study the Torah. Both Moses and the teacher are bearers of holy knowledge, whose
duty is to impart that knowledge to the next generation.
In addition to the explicit analogy connecting the teacher/boy in the initiation
ritual to Moses at Mount Sinai, both in the image and in the descriptions of the ceremony,
the ritual itself is rich with allusions to the Torah. The foods used in the ceremony are
associated with the Torah, specifically flour and eggs (cake), oil, milk, and honey. Both
the eggs and the honey cake, consumed by the boy, were inscribed with verses. The egg,
in particular, was viewed as a memory technique, and in the context of the initiation
ritual, was believed to be a potent aid in the permanent acquisition of Torah knowledge.
The honey cake that the boy receives in celebration of his initiation ritual symbolizes the
sweetness of the Torah, and the honey is used for writing the alphabet letters on the slate.
The boy is then encouraged to lick the letters of the alphabet from the tablet, consuming
434

For a discussion of the symbolism of the ritual, including within a Christian context, see
Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 86-101.
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the word of God. The sweet foods included in the initiation ritual and represented in the
illumination are rooted in biblical descriptions of prophet Ezekiel’s vision, in which God
delivers a scroll for Ezekiel to eat. The prophet describes the scroll as in his mouth as
“sweet as honey” (Ezekiel 3:3). By eating the scroll in vision, Ezekiel literally
internalized God’s message; similarly, the boy’s licking of the words off the slate may be
understood to symbolically represent his ingestion of the Torah.435
This connection between the sweetened foods used in the initiation ritual and the
scroll in Ezekiel’s vision would have been reinforced on Shavuot in medieval Ashkenaz.
The haftarah, selections of biblical readings from the book of Prophets, for the first day
of Shavuot—the same day when the Adon Imnani piyyut is recited—is derived from
Ezekiel, specifically from the portion that describes his vision of God.436 As Marcus
notes, the medieval Ashkenazic version of the ritual (in which the boy licks the letters
from a tablet), differs in a way that is significant for the ritual’s symbolic connections to
Mosaic law, from ancient or early medieval versions of the ceremony.437 Instead of
consuming an edible food, he ingests the letters, written in honey, from the tablet. The
use of tablets in the ceremony, and as represented in the Leipzig Mahzor, can thus be
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linked explicitly to the Tablets of Law; we know the tablets in the image are writing
tablets because of the hinges down the middle. The function of these tablets would also
have been recognizable to the contemporary, medieval viewer. The composition, in the
gestures of the children lining up to read from the gilded tablet and internalize the word
of God, echoes the arrangement of the medieval Jewish figures as Israelites at Mount
Sinai, ready to receive the gilded Tablets of Law.
In addition to using food as memorization aids, the Pietist version of the ritual
included the landscape itself, specifically the river.438 After the student’s first significant
Torah study session the teacher brought his pupil to the river so that he could memorize
what he had learned. In the Bible, there is a strong association between water and the
Torah, as both are as necessary for life (Psalms 1:3). A lifetime of Torah learning is
therefore compared to the endless flow of a river. In medieval Ashkenaz, water was a
means by which a student could internalize his Torah studies. The link is expressed in the
descriptions of the initiation ceremony from the Holy Roman Empire. For example, in a
compilation of customs, the Sefer ha-Asufot (Book of Collections), written anonymously
in the thirteenth-century, the text reads:
After the study session, the boy is brought to the riverside, according to the
Torah's being compared to water and [the verse], ‘Your springs will gush forth (in
streams in the public squares)’ (Prov. 5:16), so that the boy should have an
expanded heart.439
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The memorization techniques can also be seen in the Talmud, for example: tractate Horayot
13b as cited by Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 57.
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Sefer ha-Asufot, London, Jews College, Hebrew MS 134 (Montefiore 115), f. 67a. Cited in
Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 30. Marcus discusses the significance of the riverbank in the scene
in connection with the Torah in medieval Asheknaz.
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Thus, exposure to flowing waters after studying the Torah led to the boy’s “expanded
heart,” alluding to his memorization and internalization of God’s words. In the initiation
ritual water served to bolster the boy’s memorization of the Torah; after quite literally
internalizing the word of God by licking the tablet, he would have been taken to the river
to memorize the sacred words of the Torah. Expanding Marcus’s analysis of the
riverbank in the initiation ritual a step further, in medieval Ashkenaz water itself was
viewed as memory aid for Torah learning.440 The belief that water, and waterways, was
the ideal setting for studying and memorizing the Torah can be seen in the Sefer Tagin
(Book of Crowns), an anonymously authored ancient text—centered on scribal features
of the Torah—which was adopted and adapted within a Pietist context in the thirteenth
century. The book reads: “A king is not anointed except over water. One studies Torah
over water. Therefore [the glory] is made visible to the prophets over water.”441
The use of magical techniques for studying the Torah on Shavuot was not limited
to new initiates, but extended to adults as well. For example, in the Sefer Razi’el
HaMalakh (Book of Raziel the Angel), a mystical text written in the thirteenth century, a
section of the book describes magical techniques for adults to employ for becoming more
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knowledgeable: “Rabbi Ishmael said: A student who wishes to make use of this great
secret should sit fasting from the New Moon of Sivan until Shavuot.”442 Shavuot’s
commemoration of the revelation of the Law made it the optimal time for a heightened
focus on Torah study, and the Pietist manner, which imbued their studies with mystical
customs, strengthened the connections between Torah study in medieval Ashkenaz and
the delivery of the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai.
There are, however, multiple layers of allusion employed in the initiation ritual,
and its depiction in the Leipzig Mahzor; in addition to the analogy between the student
and his teacher, and the Israelites and Moses, the child in the initiation ritual is compared
to the Torah scroll. Just as the scroll was escorted from the Torah ark to the reading
platform in the sanctuary by someone knowledgeable in the Torah, so too was the child
accompanied by a Torah teacher.443 Moreover, the swaddled child, as depicted in the
mahzor, alludes to a medieval Jewish custom that further connected the child and the
Torah. At a baby boy’s circumcision in medieval Ashkenaz, the baby was swaddled with
a wimpel, a long cloth sash.444 Years later, at the child’s bar mitzvah ceremony, the
occasion marked by the child’s reading of the Torah, the same wimpel that swaddled him
as a baby was used to bind the Torah scrolls together in the synagogue. This custom was
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unique to medieval Ashkenaz.445 The swaddled baby in the Leipzig Mahzor—sitting on
the teacher’s lap—paired with the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law on the
opposite folio, makes visual reference to this association between the baby and the
precious Torah itself.
Although the initiation ritual was centered on an individual child’s introduction to
Torah study, its practice during the communal festival of Shavuot and within the shared
space of the synagogue or the teacher’s house, highlights its collective nature. The
initiation ritual mirrors the journey of the Israelites; the tripartite structure of the
ceremony represents the three holidays leading up to Shavuot—that is, Passover, the
counting of the Omer, and Shavuot. As a whole, these holidays represent the Israelites’
exodus from Egypt to Sinai.446 According to this reading, the body of water in the
illumination of the initiation ritual in the Leipzig Mahzor may also allude to the crossing
of the Red Sea, the miracle that took place prior to Moses receiving the Tablets of Law.
The teacher and boy are turned towards Moses as though they are poised to cross
between the pages of the folio, echoing the Israelites’ crossing of the Red Sea. Student
and teacher are on a journey toward receiving the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai, just as
the Israelites were.
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It is worth noting that the text of the piyyut actually does cross between the two
pages of the folio, forming a bridge between the two scenes. Visually, this analogy is
alluded to in the gilded frame for the first word of the piyyut, which echoes both sets of
gilded tablets—the Tablets of Law and the Hebrew alphabet. Yet this is not merely a
visual parallel; it extends to the tropes employed in the text of the piyyut as well. The
poem itself refers to God’s nourishing and nursing of the Torah:
The Lord (Adon) raised/nourished me, He caused me to dwell near Him,
He then gave me over to man, He is Hashem who created me.
When He planned the [world, His] edifice, He consulted me about its needs,
[for I was] the beloved child at His knee, at the beginning of His way.
God (the Lord, Adon) created and nurtured the Torah as though the Torah—personified
as a female—were His “beloved child.” In the piyyut, He prepares the Torah to be
delivered to the Israelites as the basis of their Jewish life. Similarly, the teacher in the
initiation ritual is nurturing the students, preparing them to learn Torah. In the image, the
teacher holds the student—who in turn holds the gilded tablet—on his lap, supporting
him and the tablet. Teacher and student face the opposite page, directly toward Moses
delivering the Tablets of Law to the Israelites. Another trope in the piyyut, that references
the image, and practice, of the initiation ritual, is that of water. For example, the text
reads:
When he laid earth’s foundation,
He used the Torah His source of wisdom.
Before its fullness was set in order, and there was [as yet] no water.
Before the Torah—God’s primordial “source of wisdom”—there was no water, here
representative of the whole of the world; the Torah was essential for creating the world.
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The piyyut later references water again, describing how the Torah was present during
God’s creation of the waters:
[I was there when] the seas’ waters gathered tumultuously,
to crash into the earthen mass,
but He enchained the deep waters with sand,
to contain the fountains of the deep.
God created the world with the Torah; the creation of the world paralleled God’s
nurturing of the Torah, preparing it (her) to be delivered to the Israelites. The river, when
considered in the context of the text of the piyyut, and the two scenes’ ritual beginnings—
the delivery of the Torah at Mount Sinai and the medieval Jewish initiation ritual—can be
understood to symbolize the never-ending presence of the Torah from the beginnings of
world at creation, to its revelation to the Israelites at Mount Sinai, to the initiation ritual
practiced in medieval Ashkenaz. Just as the river has flowed uninterrupted since time
immemorial, so too has the Torah served as through line connecting past and present.
Recited by medieval congregants, the poem represents a continuation of the
parallel events that unfold in the mahzor. The function of the mahzor itself in liturgical
use actualizes these visual analogies. Specifically, when opening and closing the mahzor,
the two scenes become one: interconnected pages, images, and moments. Moses lines up
with the teacher, and the Israelites overlap with the school children. When opened, the
two scenes tell one story from the origins of the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law to
the origins of Torah study in medieval Ashkenaz. The body of water at the center of the
two scenes serves as a memory tool and is symbolic of the Torah. Spilling into the scene
of Moses delivering the Tablets of Law to the Israelites, the river is a reminder not to
forget the Ten Commandments and the Torah. The mahzor’s imagery, paired with the
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piyyut, foregrounds the activation of the covenantal continuity and visualizes the texts of
the Pietists in medieval Ashkenaz on Shavuot.

Conclusion
The desire to establish covenantal connections and continuity goes beyond the
large-scale mahzor for communal use to include those used individually. A key example
is the Tiny Mahzor, a miniature prayerbook produced in the late thirteenth century in
Franconia, what is now central Germany.447 This mahzor was a personal prayerbook for
an individual patron, designed for private use during services in synagogue and possibly
for further study at home. The jewel-like manuscript is lavishly decorated and filled with
intricate illuminations and pen drawings. Its small dimensions (12 x 8.5 cm) [Fig. 4.2]
make it clear that it was intended for personal use rather than for public display.
The Shavuot liturgy in the Tiny Mahzor, like its larger brethren, contains both the
text of the Ten Commandments, and imagery for illustrating their reception and delivery.
Each commandment is written on a separate folio with an illustration related to the
content of the given law. The key exception is the First Commandment: “I the Lord am
your God,” which is not accompanied by an image since in Judaism the Godhead is not
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History and Tradition, eds. Ben-Zion Segal and Gershon Levi (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1990),
419-44. For other scholarship on the manuscript see: Joshua Bloch, The People and the Book: The
Background of Three Hundred Years of Jewish Life in America, exh. cat. (New York: New York
Public Library, 1954), no. 26, 56-58; and also Tom Freudenheim, Illuminated Hebrew
Manuscripts from the Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, exh. cat. (New
York: The Jewish Museum, 1965), 28.

221
traditionally depicted.448 In addition to the illustrations, every commandment is
introduced by the biblical Hebrew text, and accompanied by an Aramaic piyyut, and the
concluding targum. The images decorating each commandment in this prayerbook
emphasize the importance placed on praying with—and possibly studying with—visuals.
The Tiny Mahzor further demonstrates an explicit identification between the individual
medieval Jewish owner and the Israelites receiving the Ten Commandments as the
figures in the illustrations again are depicting wearing medieval dress. Like those in the
Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim, these medieval Jewish figures are active participants in
the scene. The imagery portrays an interpretation of the piyyutim that combines stories
from the Bible and scenes from daily life in medieval Ashkenaz. For example, in the
accompanying image for the Fourth Commandment: “Remember the Sabbath day, to
keep it holy,” the image shows figures in contemporary dress, wearing typically Jewish
pointed hats, sitting around a table set for the Sabbath [Fig. 4.3]. One figure lights a starshaped lamp, a ceremonial object used in Jewish homes for lighting candles to usher in
the beginning of the Sabbath and festivals. Goblets with wine and covered loaves of
bread signal the ritual benedictions over these items on the Sabbath. The Tiny Mahzor
thus depicts the means by which contemporary Jewish communities observed this
commandment.
One scene in particular in the Tiny Mahzor is noteworthy for its explicit
association of the Ten Commandments with the Torah in medieval life. On the page for
the Third Commandment, which relates to the swearing of oaths [Fig. 4.4], a figure,
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represented as a medieval Jew with a similarly pointed “Jewish hat,” is depicted as
swearing an oath on a Torah scroll.449 He places one hand on a stave of the Torah scroll
and raises his other hand over the Torah. The scroll sits on a reading lectern, with the
word shevuah (meaning oath in Hebrew) written above it. The image and text together
assert the divine authentication of the Torah in medieval Ashkenaz with the
commandments themselves. By including representations of the contemporary world in
its illustrations of the Ten Commandments, interspersed with commentaries on the
commandments, the mahzor positions the medieval Ashkenazic viewer as a direct
recipient of the Tablets of Law, with the Ten Commandments personalized for their
generation. Picturing oneself in such a way, in both the privately-owned and communal
mahzorim, surely would have reinforced medieval Jewish communities’ core connection
to the eternal covenant, connecting the Israelites receiving the Ten Commandments at
Mount Sinai to their own lives, through ceremonial moments like raising of the Torah in
the sanctuary and weekly rituals conducted in the home.
The staging of the reception of the Ten Commandments in medieval Ashkenaz
took more forms, including the array of customs and rituals expressed in the imagery and
liturgy of the mahzorim and other related texts. Creating covenantal meaning in liturgy
entailed excavating and activating the biblical origins of the reception of the Tablets of
Law through creative, novel, approaches to prayer and Torah study, all in the service of
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covenantal continuity. Similarly, the images employ a variety of compositional
techniques and visual strategies in portraying different liturgical moments from medieval
Ashkenaz. The images in these mahzorim served as visual aids to actively infuse Sinaitic
symbolism into contemporary sanctuaries on Shavuot. They not only served as reminders
of an episode of the biblical past but also as engaging devotional tools to reenact the past
in the present, intermingling the two within medieval liturgy.450 Like the then flourishing
scriptural and liturgical interpretations, covenantal transfer was not one-dimensional;
rather, it was a multivalent process that reflected the creative approaches, spiritual
meanings, and breadth and depth of the covenantal connections sought in medieval
Ashkenaz—whether centered on the Torah, taking an oath, observing a ritual milestone,
or reciting the Ten Commandments on Shavuot.
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Chapter Five: Imaging Divine Presence in Medieval Ashkenaz on Shavuot
Introduction
Moving from the pages of the mahzor to the built spaces of medieval Ashkenaz,
we find that the covenantal motifs and meanings from the Shavuot liturgy and the
imagery are given three-dimensional form in the layout of the sanctuary in the synagogue
[Fig. 3.7], in the composition and arrangement of the liturgical furniture, and through the
embellishment of ceremonial objects. As discussed in Chapter Four, the narrative
imagery for Shavuot in the Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim shows Moses receiving
and/or delivering the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai [Figs. 3.4 and 3.5]. The visual
strategies employed in those two manuscripts link the biblical moment to contemporary
settings, and customs distinct to medieval Ashkenaz. In this chapter we will examine the
same concerns but expressed through different techniques, that is, through the
organization and decoration of sacred spaces and objects.
The microarchitectural forms in the Dresden, Worms, Parma, and Laud
Mahzorim, examined in this chapter, quite literally frame the revelation of the Law on the
page [Figs. 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, and 3.6].451 Depictions of prominent arches—sometimes
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There is much literature on microarchitecture, but the following sources are examples of
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pictured with soaring towers—appear side by side with scenes and motifs from ancient
scripture, intermingling the biblical past with the medieval present. This blending of past
and present would have served to solidify medieval Ashkenazic communities’
connections to the Mosaic covenant as actively expressed on Shavuot. With their arches,
arks, and other architectural elements framing the page, this chapter argues that these
illustrated mahzorim for Shavuot depicted the Torah ark. Together with the Shavuot
liturgy, this fictive architecture would have inspired the worshiper to visualize the divine
presence, the Shekhinah. Along with the Adon Imnani piyyut, which discusses the Torah
as the Shekhinah, as well as other liturgical texts centered on the covenant, these
mahzorim aided the worshipper in visualizing the divine presence, a devotional practice
explicitly and extensively discussed in contemporary Pietist writings.452 The mahzor,
placed at the center of the synagogue and facing the Torah ark, was therefore primed to
be a tool for imag(in)ing the Shekhinah.

Judaica 1 (2005): 63-84; and Ilia Rodov, “Tower-Like Torah Arks, The Tower of Strength and
the Architecture of the Messianic Temple,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 73
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decoration see Thérèse Metzger and Mendel Metzger, Jewish Life in the Middle Ages:
Illuminated Hebrew Manuscripts of the Thirteenth to Sixteenth Centuries (New York: Alpine
Fine Arts Collection, 1982), 59-65, and for a discussion on representations of the Jewish quarter
generally see: 65-86.
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Wolfson, Through a Speculum that Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). For a discussion of the Shekhinah as it relates to
the feminine personification see: Arthur Green, “Shekhinah, the Virgin Mary, and the Song of
Songs: Reflections on a Kabbalistic Symbol in Its Historical Context,” AJS Review 26, no. 1
(2002): 1-52; Peter Schäfer, Mirror of His Beauty: Feminine Images of God from the Bible to the
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Harvard University Press, 2012), specifically Chapter Six: “Sod: Mystical Dimensions,” 144-86.
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The first part of this chapter contextualizes the notion of the Shekhinah, divine
presence, noting continuities and changes over time, from the Bible to Rabbinic Judaism
and finally to medieval Ashkenaz. In Pietist literature, the Shekhinah becomes
personified as female and identified with the Torah. This personification of an abstract
concept would have aided medieval worshippers in visualizing the Shekhinah in the space
of the medieval sanctuary, particularly in relation to the Torah ark. The next section
continues these themes, discussing the belief that the Shekhinah was transferred from the
Ark of the Covenant in the ancient Temple to the medieval synagogue, specifically to the
space of the Torah ark.453 This is then followed by a discussion of how the Torah ark was
conceptualized and visualized in medieval Ashkenaz, namely, as the architectural
enshrinement of the Shekhinah, as a gateway to the divine.454 The Torah ark in the
medieval sanctuary was viewed as a portal to God because of the Shekhinah’s
manifestation from the Torah scrolls. I examine this concept by considering the arch as
representing the contemporary Torah ark in a corpus of images and liturgical texts drawn
from a variety of mahzorim for the High Holidays, notably Yom Kippur.
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The second part of the chapter discusses Pietist instructions for visualizing the
Shekhinah in the medieval sanctuary, which center on prayer, the Torah scrolls, and the
Torah ark. The Shavuot illustrations, paired with the relevant liturgy, specifically situate
God’s presence in the Torah ark, connecting the Torah scrolls in the ark to the Ten
Commandments in the Ark of the Covenant. Like the transfer of the commandments to
Moses, the Shekhinah moves from the Ark of the Covenant to the Torah, and this transfer
was celebrated during the Shavuot ceremonies of medieval Ashkenaz.

The Origins and Development of the Shekhinah from the Bible to Medieval
Ashkenaz
To examine how the imagery and liturgy in each mahzor evokes divine presence,
we first need to understand how the divine presence was conceptualized in the High and
Late Middle Ages, specifically vis-à-vis its biblical and rabbinic origins. The term
Shekhinah, as described in the Middle Ages, is rooted in the biblical formulation of the
term, shakhan, which means to dwell or the act of dwelling.455 In the Bible, shakhan is
used to describe God’s presence as dwelling among the Israelites. The word appears
seven times in the book of Exodus, the same book which includes the foundational
moment of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai. At least
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twice in Exodus, God declares that His presence will dwell among the Israelites. For
example, one of the verses reads: “And they shall know that I the Lord am their God,
who brought them out from the land of Egypt that I might abide [dwell] (le-shakhani)
among them, I the Lord their God” (Exodus 29:46). In this foundational proclamation of
the covenant, God makes His invisible presence known by performing visible miracles
for the Israelites, notably, delivering them out of captivity in Egypt, nourishing them with
manna from heaven, protecting them in the wilderness with the pillars of fire, and
delivering the Torah at Mount Sinai.
Sometimes the dwelling of God’s presence, expressed as derivations from the root
shakhan (to dwell), is made known through His miracles, as in the above discussed
examples. In other instances, the dwelling or abode of God is meant to allude to a literal
house of worship. In Exodus 25:8 the verse states: “And let them make Me a sanctuary,
that I may dwell [vishakhanti- that I may dwell] among them.” God’s commandment is
for the Israelites to build a sanctuary—initially the Tabernacle and later the Temple—
where His presence would reside. Later in Exodus, once the Tabernacle is built, God’s
presence is in the form of a cloud protecting the Israelites. The verse reads: “Moses could
not enter the Tent of Meeting, because the cloud had settled (shakhan) upon it and the
Presence (glory) of the Lord filled the Tabernacle” (Exodus 40:35). This echoes the
description of God’s presence at Mount Sinai: “The Presence (glory) of the Lord abode
(dwelt) (shakhan) on Mount Sinai, and the cloud hid it for six days. On the seventh day
He called to Moses from the midst of the cloud” (Exodus 24:16). In both contexts, God’s
dwelling place (shakhan) is visibly manifested as a cloud, which also protected and led
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the Israelites while they were wandering in the wilderness. The origins of the concept of
the Shekhinah can be traced to the description of God’s cloud filling the Tabernacle, but
in the biblical verses, the word does not connote a persona; in fact, the term in its
formulation as a gendered entity is only related to the dwelling or abode of God’s
presence. God’s presence itself is signified through a different term, often called the
kavod (glory) in biblical verses.456
The use of the term Shekhinah in reference to divine presence on earth—as a
physical entity—became common in Rabbinic Judaism and underwent further
development in the High Middle Ages.457 Following the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 C.E., the term Shekhinah came to be used to describe God’s presence as an
abstract entity connected to the dwelling place of God. It was a vehicle through which
diasporic Jewish communities, grieving the lost Temple which had been the centerpiece
of Jewish life, could still feel God’s continued presence in their synagogues. For
example, a verse from Exodus 29:45 reads: “I will abide (dwell) (vishakhanti) among the
Israelites, and I will be their God.” The first century C.E. Targum Onkeles, the Aramaic
translation with commentary on the Torah, elucidated this biblical verse from Exodus to
mean: “And I will cause My Shekhinah to dwell in the midst of the sons of Israel, and I
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will be their God.”458 This interpretation explicitly adds the term Shekhinah to refer to
God’s immanence, that is, a manifestation of God’s in-dwelling, emanating from God.
For the rabbis of antiquity, moreover, the Shekhinah was a vehicle through which God’s
simultaneous presence and absence could be bridged.459
Several verses in the Talmud allude to the Shekhinah as being present at different
milestones in biblical history, including, pertinently, the revelation of the Law at Mount
Sinai (tractate Sukkah 5a). In these verses, the Shekhinah, which had the potential to
inhabit “every” and “all” places (tractate Baba Bathra 25a),460 began to be
anthropomorphized; for example, talmudic references mention a face and feet of the
Shekhinah, but those attributes do not identify the divine presence as a persona, man or
woman.461 By the eleventh century, descriptions of the Shekhinah shifted to more
explicitly describe an entity that was distinct from God, even while still emanating from
Him.462
In Pietist writings at the beginning of the twelfth century, the Shekhinah—as a
hypostasis of God Himself—starts to be identified as a feminine personification of God’s
glory in the form of a daughter, bride, or mother who became associated with the
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Torah.463 She was, moreover, described as being in a bond with the male (abstract)
Godhead. The association between the Shekhinah and the Torah, both personified as
female, first appears in the early Kabbalistic text Sefer Habahir (Book of Brilliance).464
The book, which was revised and completed sometime between 1130 and 1170 in the
Jewish academies of Provence, was thought to have been originally written by a Jewish
mystic in the second century CE.465 The text became popular in the mid-thirteenth
century and was then integrated with Pietist texts.466 Beginning in the High Middle Ages,
the Oral Torah—what was recorded in the Mishna and the Talmud—was particularly
associated with the female Shekhinah, while God Himself was identified with the (male)
Written Torah. The Shekhinah as the Oral Torah, moreover, was meant to serve as the
accessible manifestation of God on earth.467 The identification of both the Oral Torah and
the Shekhinah as female is a dominant motif in Pietist works. Drawing on the earlier
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Sefer Habahir (Book of Brilliance), Eleazar of Worms’ text, the Sefer ha-Hokhmah
(Book of Wisdom) of 1217 reads:
And so [breishit] (in the beginning) is reish bat, for the Presence of the Creator
(shekhinat haboreh) is called bat (daughter)…. and she is called the tenth sefirah
and malkhut, for the crown of royalty (keter malkhut), is upon his head. And [she
is also called] yi-raht shev (i.e., the letters of breishit] which is the Torah, as it
says, ‘The fear of the Lord is pure’ (Psalms 19:10).468
In this passage, the divine presence is identified as a female; She is God’s daughter and
emanates from God in the specific form of the malkhut (crown of royalty). She is also
identified numerically with the Torah itself. In medieval Ashkenaz, the Shekhinah—the
presence of the divine believed mystically to be female and associated with the Torah—
was thought to have been transferred from the ancient Temple in Jerusalem to the
medieval sanctuary.

The Shekhinah in Medieval Ashkenaz: From the Ark of the Covenant to the Torah
Before we can understand how the Shavuot imagery and liturgy in our mahzorim
would have aided in the visualization of the Shekhinah, we need to examine the
identification of the medieval synagogue with the ancient Temple which was centered on
the transference of the Shekhinah. The analogy between the two was rooted—before the
Middle Ages—in the biblical explanation that in the absence of the Temple, the
synagogue was considered a “minor Sanctuary” or a substitute for it—albeit smaller and
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less holy—for it in exile. The verse in Ezekiel states: “Thus said the Lord God: I have
indeed removed them far among the nations and have scattered them among the
countries, and I have become to them a diminished sanctity (mikdash me’at: lit. translated
as small temple) in the countries whither they have gone” (Ezekiel 11:16). Based on
earlier commentaries on the Torah and Talmud, several texts dated to the twelfth through
fourteenth centuries in Ashkenaz understood “diminished sanctity/small temple (mikdash
me’at)” to be referring to synagogues.469 Rabbinic and legal commentaries vary in their
interpretations of the precise degree of equivalence between the two, but all agree that the
mikdash me’at is the synagogue, meaning their contemporary sanctuaries. For example,
the French exegete of the twelfth century, Rabbi Joseph Qara (c. 1065-c. 1135), argues
for a full equivalence between the two: “These are the synagogues in the exile, which are
equal to the Holy Temple.”470 Legal authorities in this period also believed that the Holy
Temple was transferred to the sanctuary—the medieval synagogue—thus making it is a
biblical commandment to treat the synagogue in the same way as one would treat the
Holy Temple.471
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The relationship between the Temple and the synagogue was centered on the
Shekhinah. The Shekhinah had been the sole reason for God’s commandment to the
Israelites to build a Temple to house God’s presence. The centrality of the Shekhinah in
connecting the two is expressed in the book Arugat ha-Bosem (“Spice Garden”), a
compendium of liturgical poetry compiled by (or possibly written by) the early thirteenthcentury Rabbi Abraham ben Azriel from Bohemia:
The synagogue is described as a ‘lesser sanctuary’, as it says in Ezekiel, ‘yet have
I been to them as a lesser sanctuary in the countries where they have come’. It
says, moreover, in the last chapter of Megillah: R. Samuel b. Isaac said: These
refer to the Synagogues and the Houses of Study. The interpretation [of the
piyyut] is that even though the synagogue is a lesser sanctuary, it is the glory of
Holiness (hadrat qodesh). Moreover, the Targum of ‘yet have I been to them as a
lesser sanctuary’ is ‘I have given them Synagogues, second only to My Temple,
and they are but few in the countries to which they have been exiled.’472
In other words, the Temple and the synagogue can be considered to be equivalent
because God’s presence which had dwelt in the Temple was understood, after the
Temple’s destruction, to now dwell in the synagogue.473
This analogy between the Temple and the Synagogue can be seen well before the
High Middle Ages, specifically in Jewish art of the Late Roman world. A famous
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example is represented in the Torah niche murals in the third-century CE Dura Europos
synagogue on the Tigris River in modern Syria [Fig. 5.1]. The synagogue
of Dura Europos, first excavated in 1920, offers a unique view of the transformation of
Jewish liturgical space in the centuries after the destruction of the Second Temple.474 On
the western wall of the synagogue—the wall oriented toward the direction of Jerusalem—
a depiction of the Temple façade appears on the upper portion of a Torah niche, which
stored the Torah scrolls. The Temple is pictured with the Graeco-Roman architectural
attributes introduced by King Herod during his renovations of the Temple in the first
century BCE. A rectangular façade is supported by four columns, grouped in two pairs
on an arched, monumental front entrance. The scalloped, rounded arch is itself held up by
a pair of torsade columns. The lintel painted with this architectural representation rests
above the Torah niche, making a visual parallel between the Temple façade and the
Torah niche below. The scalloped central arch of the Temple façade is echoed in the
conch molding of the Torah niche below. The designers of the Dura Europos synagogue
used these decorative details to establish a clear link between their “minor sanctuary” and
the recently destroyed Temple in Jerusalem.
The ritual objects from the Temple, the lulav (palm branch), etrog (citron), and
menorah—painted to the left of the Temple façade, provide further evidence of a parallel
between the Temple and its rituals, and the Dura Europos synagogue and its ceremonies.
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To the right of the architectural structure, Abraham, represented from the back wielding a
knife, is about to sacrifice his son Isaac. A ram in a thicket, as described in the biblical
episode, is portrayed in front of the sacrificial altar (Genesis 22:13). God’s outstretched
hand overshadows the vignette, intervening in the imminent sacrifice while
simultaneously gesturing towards the Temple, thus infusing the whole sequence—
narrative scene, Temple façade and Torah niche below—with His divine presence.475
Taken together, the orientation of this wall towards the lost Temple, the painted depiction
of the Temple’s façade around the Torah niche, the mirroring of the Temple’s
architecture in the sculptural decoration around the Torah niche, and the visualization of
God’s power (in the form of his outstretched hand), all would have served to signal God’s
presence in the Torah niche.
Although the notion of the Shekhinah’s transferral from Temple to “minor
sanctuaries” was expressed in ancient Jewish art and articulated in Rabbinic Judaism, it
took on a more literal identification and visceral meaning in medieval Ashkenaz, as
Jeffrey Woolf and others have argued.476 A plethora of rabbinic writings from medieval
Ashkenaz express their awareness that the synagogue is the place where God’s presence,
the Shekhinah, resides. Meir of Rothenberg (c. 1215-1293, Germany)—as mentioned
earlier—a prominent rabbi, poet, and contributor to the tosafot commentary on the
Talmud, understood God’s presence to dwell in the synagogue: “At the door of the
Miqdash Me’at (Smaller Sanctuary), I sought the Lord/And behold! God’s Glory, with
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his Hosts of angels, stood before me.”477 By believing that God’s presence was truly
transferred from the ancient Temple to their contemporary synagogues, Jewish
communities in medieval Ashkenaz established a continuity of worship stretching from
the Temple to the synagogues of western Europe. 478
This awareness of God’s presence in the synagogue extended beyond a
conceptual understanding articulated in the above-discussed texts; it also influenced the
rituals, liturgy, layout and furniture of the medieval synagogue. Strict rules that
controlled access to the synagogue based on purity provide evidence for the perception
that God’s manifestation was truly present. To be in the midst of the Shekhinah, one
needed to meet the highest standards of ritual and spiritual purity.479 The furniture and
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ritual objects used in the contemporary synagogue were meant to emulate those used in
the Temple to mediate the divine aura. As the next section will demonstrate, the physical
form of the Torah ark—because of the Torah scrolls held within—also served to express
the belief that the Shekhinah from the Temple had to be transferred to the medieval
synagogue.

The Torah Ark and the Torah’s Shekhinah in Medieval Ashkenaz
In medieval Ashkenaz, the Torah ark was viewed as a microcosm of the destroyed
Temple’s innermost sanctuary, the space where the Ark of the Covenant, which contained
the Tablets of Law, was housed. To express this analogy in the structure of the synagogue
itself, the location and orientation of the Torah ark deliberately mirrored the positioning
of the Ark of the Covenant within the Temple. As discussed for the Dura Europos Torah
niche, the Torah ark was placed on the western wall of the sanctuary—the wall closest to
the direction of Jerusalem—so that the structure would face the holy city of the Temple.
This positioning also had a second layer of meaning: it recreated the experience of
praying in the Temple in Jerusalem, signaling the location of the Temple itself in the
East. In the Temple, the Ark of the Covenant was placed in an inner chamber, called the
Holy of Holies, which was physically and spiritually separate from the rest of the
sanctuary. Echoing this configuration, the Torah ark in the synagogue was positioned
within a demarcated space; it was set apart from the congregation, elevated on steps and
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raised higher than the synagogue’s floor to emphasize its holiness. Such stairs are still
visible today in the Altneuschul (Old-New Synagogue) in Prague built in the first half of
the thirteenth century [Fig. 5.2], the only extant synagogue that exhibits a Gothic doublenave plan.480 The double-nave plan was so-named because the sanctuary was divided into
two naves by a row of columns. Each nave consisted of at least two vaulted bays [Fig
3.7]. As was typical in medieval Ashkenaz, in the Altneuschul [Fig. 5.2] two columns
flank the Torah ark, a reference to the two pillars, named Jachin and Boaz, that flanked
the entranceway/façade of Solomon’s Temple to serve as protection for the inner
chambers (1 Kings 7:21). Those columns are depicted with the torsade ones on the
Temple façade at Dura Europos as well as echoed in the faux-marble columns on either
side of the Torah niche there.
Through its formal resemblances to the sacred space of the Temple, the Torah ark
was thus framed and staged as a site of the real presence of the divine. The Torah ark
specifically recalled the mercy seat from the Ark of the Covenant as a means of gesturing
toward the presence of God, the Shekhinah. The mercy seat is described in Exodus as the
negative space above the Ark of the Covenant. This negative space is defined by the
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outline of the two cherubim with their outstretched wings, creating a semi-circular shape
above the Ark’s golden cover (kapporet in Hebrew).481 The full verses read:
Place the cover (kapporet) on top of the Ark, after depositing inside the Ark the
Pact that I will give you. There I will meet with you, and I will impart to you—
from above the cover, from between the two cherubim that are on top of the Ark
of the Pact—all that I will command you concerning the Israelite people (Exodus
25:21-22).
From this space above the kapporet, God safeguarded the Ten Commandments on the
Tablets of Law inside the Ark of the Covenant, and communicated with the Israelites
through Moses.
The formal elements of the Torah ark in the medieval synagogue sought to evoke
this sacred space and site of God’s presence. In the western communities of Ashkenaz, a
kapporet—now in the form of a valence or triangular cover that hung above the ark as a
type of headpiece—took the place of the Ark’s golden cover. According to Woolf, the
Altneuschul was the first synagogue where such a valence was used. If he is correct, then
this supports my argument that the Torah ark was believed to be the site of the transferred
Shekhinah from the mercy seat.482 That kapporet, high above the viewing position of the
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congregants in the synagogue, was meant to call to mind the presence of God. As
discussed earlier, the Torah ark itself was situated above the congregants, elevated by
stairs or a platform, to set the space of the Shekhinah apart, as distinct from, and holier
than, the rest of the sanctuary. An eternal light (ner tamid) hung above the Torah ark,
reinforcing this impression of God’s presence in the space.483 Both the kapporet and the
ner tamid can be seen in the extant Torah ark of the Altneuschul in Prague; the eternal
light is also illustrated in a fourteenth-century festival prayerbook now in the Biblioteca
Ambrosiana (Ms. Fragm. S. P. II. 252), produced in the Upper Rhine [Fig 5.3]. These
structural components of the Torah ark thus succinctly conveyed God’s presence in the
medieval sanctuary through references to the Ark of the Covenant and the mercy seat
above it.
While the Torah ark signaled the space of God’s presence via formal echoes to
the Ark of the Covenant, in medieval Ashkenaz it was the Torah that was believed to
embody the Shekhinah itself. This association between the Torah and the Shekhinah
stems from the Pietist belief that the Torah itself manifested the presence of God, just as
the mercy seat did above the Ark of the Covenant. This belief—that the Shekhinah was
understood to be physically present with the Torah in the medieval sanctuary—was a
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prominent feature in the writings of Pietist thinkers in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
The Torah infused with the Shekhinah is described in the Sefer ha-Kavod (Book of the
Glory) written by Judah ben Samuel (1150-1217):
All the miswot (commandments) are alluded to in the explicit name [ykvk] and in
the appellation [adoni] to indicate that His name and the appellation are resting in
the ark, and the cherubim are above [it], one corresponding to the name and the
other to the appellation, the commandments are in the ark, and the Torah scroll is
there…Therefore one who studies all the miswot and fulfills them, his soul is
bound up under the throne of glory, as it is written: ‘The life of my lord will be
bound up in the bundle of life.’ (1 Sam 25:29)484
Comparing the Sefer ha-Kavod text with the biblical description of the mercy seat in
Exodus demonstrates the medieval belief that the Torah manifested the Shekhinah; while
the biblical verse from Exodus describes God as present above the mercy seat in between
the cherubim, the above-cited passage demonstrates how “his name and appellation,” that
is, His divine presence, dwells near the ark in the medieval synagogue because of the
Torah, including the Ten Commandments, stored within.
The equivalence between the mercy seat, also called the “throne of glory,” and the
Torah is made explicit in the previously mentioned Pietist text, the Sefer Tagin: “The
Torah and the throne of glory are one pair, for the Tablets were taken from the throne of
glory…Just as the Shekhinah is upon the throne so it is upon the Torah and upon the ark
in which there is the Torah and the Tablets.”485 The Shekhinah from the mercy seat (the
“throne”) is transferred to the Torah, and the ark in which it is stored. The Torah is not
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merely equivalent to the mercy seat, but was associated with God directly, as is expressed
in Eleazar’s Sefer ha-Hokhmah (The Book of Wisdom): “The holy one is one Torah
without separation, and all the names of the Holy One, blessed be he, for this name too
derives from Genesis, and this one from Exodus.”486 In the particular Pietist
conceptualization of God and His word, God is the Torah because each part of the Torah
contains God’s names, and God’s names are equivalent to His presence, the same
presence believed to dwell over the Ark of the Covenant.
As such, the Torah ark can be understood as a gateway or portal to God because it
contained God’s presence in the form of the Torah scrolls. In medieval Ashkenaz, the
form and ornamentation of the Torah ark reinforced the notion of the ark as a portal to the
divine. Extant Torah arks from late medieval synagogues are exceedingly rare and we
currently only have sparse evidence, yet from the surviving examples we can see certain
common formal characteristics shared between the structures.487
The oldest surviving synagogue from central Europe is the Prague Altneuschul,
completed circa 1265. Its Torah ark [Fig. 5.3] is composed of an architectural
superstructure of columns and a gable framing a two-doored central opening.488 The
Torah ark is surmounted by a triangular gable—original to the medieval synagogue—
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decorated with finely-pierced vine interlace and lined with fern-head crockets.489 The
gable is seated upon three columns of stone, each of which is capped with a crownshaped capital. A similar structure—a columned gateway with a triangular gable—can be
seen in the Old Synagogue at Sopron (Hungary, early fourteenth century) [Fig. 5.4], as
well as in the fragmentary Torah ark gables which survive from the Nuremberg
Synagogue and the Miltenberg Synagogue [Figs. 5.5 and 5.6].490
The architectural structure of the Torah ark, specifically the gate-like framing that
allowed for opening and closing, signals that the Torah is the home of the true presence
of God. The gates of the ark were opened at the most sacred parts of the service to allow
for the procession of the Torah; at that moment congregants would rise while facing the
ark. The belief that the Torah ark was the site of the Shekhinah, in combination with the
ark’s specific architectural attributes, imbued the ark with another meaning in medieval
Ashkenazic liturgical life: the ark as a gateway to the divine.
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The Torah Ark as Gateway to the Divine
The gateway structure of the Torah ark was a deliberate reflection of its function
as a portal to God in the synagogue. A particular genre of images and liturgical texts for
Yom Kippur show the Torah ark in this role: as a gateway to the divine, a portal of access
to the Shekhinah, specifically to God’s presence from the Temple. Yom Kippur, also
known as the Day of Atonement, is regarded in Judaism as the holiest day. On Yom
Kippur, it is believed that God decides and seals the fate of each Jew. It is thus the time to
repent, and as such, it is a direct appeal to God—to God who is manifest in the Torah ark
in the synagogue.
According to the biblical text in the book of Leviticus, on Yom Kippur God’s
presence would be made manifest on the mercy seat before the High Priest in the Holy of
Holies in the ancient Temple. In the Bible, when the Ark of the Covenant resided in the
Tabernacle and later in the Temple, it was only accessible once a year on Yom Kippur,
and only by the High Priest. On that day, the High Priest would encounter God’s
presence above the Ark of the Covenant. There, he would atone for himself and for all the
Israelites (Leviticus 16:2). The first Yom Kippur was believed to have taken place at
Mount Sinai when God delivered the second set of the Tablets to Moses.491 The Israelites
repented for their sin of worshiping the golden calf and were granted a second chance to
uphold the covenant, and God transferred the new Tablets to make the occasion. In this
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biblical episode, God revealed Himself to Moses in the form of a cloud descending from
Mount Sinai (Exodus 34:5).492
In the liturgy for the morning service on Yom Kippur, which is found in the
Ashkenazic mahzorim as we will see below, God is blessed as He “who opens the gates
(sha-arey) of mercy and gives light to those awaiting His Forgiveness.” This prayer is a
petition to God, that He will open the gates of mercy, and forgive those who repent. As
the site of God’s presence from the mercy seat—invoking the image of the High Priest
atoning for the Jewish people on Yom Kippur in the Tabernacle and Temple—the gates
of mercy mentioned in the prayer convey the mercy seat itself (also called the throne of
glory). The prayer thus conflates the imagery of the gates with that of the mercy seat, as
both are sites of God’s presence. The mahzorim from medieval Ashkenaz that illustrate
the Yom Kippur liturgy, emphasize the words “the gates of mercy,” and, through formal
similarities, associate the gates with contemporary Torah arks, reflecting the transferal of
God’s presence from the mercy seat to the ark.493
The explicit pairing of the gates of mercy from the Yom Kippur liturgy with the
throne of glory—and both with the contemporary Torah ark—can be seen in the second
volume of the Double Mahzor (Wroclaw Mahzor, southwest Germany, probably
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Esslingen, c. 1290) [Fig. 5.7], the sister tome to the Dresden Mahzor. The image shows
doors reminiscent of the Torah ark, here vividly defined, and the gates of mercy opened
to reveal the word gate (sha-ahr) at the center in Hebrew. The surrounding arch with the
open golden gates represents a contemporary Torah ark, complete with Gothic towers at
the corners. The golden doors of the illuminated Torah ark are shown wide open on their
iron hinges; during the service the gates of the ark in the synagogue would have been
opened for the duration of the prayer. The four living creatures from Ezekiel’s vision, a
man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle, are each clearly portrayed on medallions, set in groups
of two into either side of the arch. These medallions represent the wheels of Ezekiel’s
chariot and symbolize the creatures that held up God’s throne and the mercy seat (Ezekiel
1).494 The depiction of a golden throne in the roundel at the very top makes this allusion
perfectly clear; read up, down, and across the page, the creatures become the supports,
the wheels, for the throne above. In marrying these two figurative images, the Torah ark
with Ezekiels’s chariot, this page becomes a representation of the Shekhinah on the
mercy seat. The imagery of the throne of glory and the four creatures that signify God’s
chariot, when contextualized within the Yom Kippur liturgy, serve to show the Torah ark
as a gateway to the divine.
This association, connecting the Yom Kippur liturgy, the Torah ark, and the gates
of mercy, can also be seen in a beautifully rendered page from the piyyut for Yom
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Kippur, in the Moskowitz Rhine Mahzor (1340s, Upper Rhine, Germany) [Fig. 5.8]. 495As
in the Wroclaw Mahzor page for Yom Kippur, the Hebrew word for gates (sha-ahr) is
written in a large display script, here in black on a red background, and is set within an
extraordinary Gothic architectural portal, rendered in bluish-grey highlighted with
glimmers of gold. The pierced rose window on the gable clearly resembles those of
contemporary cathedrals, similar to the west façade of the Strasbourg Cathedral
(completed in 1388). Here, the Gothic forms signal the heavenly realms broadly
associated with this contemporary architectural language.496 Two angels wearing robes
and mantles stand within golden trefoil arches and hold lighted candlesticks. Just below
them two more angels kneel within niches, framed by open wooden doors. Both sets of
angels are set against the same golden ground, suggesting that the doors and arches are
openings to a rarified sphere. The angels all face and venerate the word sha-ahr (gate)
which is rendered in gilded letters and framed in the center of the composition. The
Gothic structure can therefore be read as a gateway to the divine, opened with the words
of the piyyut for Yom Kippur. Similar to the Wroclaw Mahzor page, the composition,
centered on the Hebrew word for gate, also makes reference to the gates of mercy that
would be opened on Yom Kippur. Here again the liturgy for the High Holiday, and the
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architectural language employed in the illumination, serve to connect the heavenly mercy
gates to the Torah ark in the earthly synagogue, the heart of prayer in the sanctuary. The
imagery for the Yom Kippur liturgy in both mahzorim highlights the strong association
between the Torah ark and the gates of mercy in medieval Ashkenaz, the gateway to
God’s presence in the Temple.
In the context of Shavuot, the Torah ark is identified with the Shekhinah in a
slightly different manner: the images for Shavuot reference the visualization of the
Shekhinah itself. On the day commemorated by Shavuot, God revealed Himself for the
first time to the Israelites at Mount Sinai. Thereafter, God revealed Himself once
annually at Yom Kippur in the Temple, appearing on the mercy seat before the High
Priest to forgive the repentant Israelites for their sins. The Shavuot imagery therefore
centers on God’s revealed presence in the covenant ratified at Mount Sinai, and the
transfer of the Shekhinah from the mercy seat to the medieval Torah ark.

Parameters for Visualizing the Shekhinah in Medieval Ashkenaz
Before we can understand how the texts and images for Shavuot would have
aided in the worshipper’s visualization of the Shekhinah, it is worth examining how
God—believed in Judaism to be abstract—was able to be visualized at all. For the Pietists
(as well as within traditional Jewish thought more generally), God is neither an
ontological being nor a physical entity and therefore cannot reveal Himself as such. God
could only be revealed as a reflection of His glory (kavod), that is the divine presence
(Shekhinah), enthroned. That reflection in the form of an image is located, not in the
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world of painted or sculpted images, but in the imagination of the worshipper.497 In the
Pietist Eleazar of Worms’ Perushe Siddur Ha-Tefillah la-Roqeah (Commentary on the
Jewish Prayerbook), he writes:
Blessed be the kavod of the great Name that enlightens the beast in his holiness
from the place of his Throne…This means blessed be the kavod of the Lord, who
comes from the great Throne high up, and the Shekhinah of his great kavod is in
the place that is high before the Throne; [it has] the appearance of a man.498
According to Eleazar, the resulting visualization is not a physical entity but merely a
reflection, a manifestation of God’s glory (kavod). That manifestation could be described
with features and could be visualized in the imagination of the worshipper, but could not
exist as a concrete, physical image.499
This tension, between being able to imagine God’s presence yet unable to see
Him in a physical, material image is captured in the Shir ha-Kavod (Song of Glory),
thought to have been written in the thirteenth century:500
I will speak of Your glory,
but I will not have seen You
I will image and name You,
but I have not known You
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Through Your prophets, the counsel of Your servants,
You made the splendor of the glory of Your majesty appear.
Your greatness and Your power they named according to the strength of Your
actions, They imagined You,
but not as You are.”501
God’s glory can be revealed yet His presence in a physical, visible form in the world
remains unknowable. One can, moreover, imagine God—imagine His material
manifestation—but not His true essence as He is.
In Pietist teachings, there were detailed instructions for how the image of the
Shekhinah could be formed in the worshipper’s imagination. First, this imagining could
only take place in the sacred space of the synagogue, as the dwelling place of the
Shekhinah.502 This requirement is outlined in Sefer Hasidim (The Book of the Pietists).
As discussed in Chapter Two, Sefer Hasidim was written by Judah ben Samuel, a major
leader of the Pietist movement. Compiling teachings from key leaders of the movement,
Sefer Hasidim was a foundational text for the Pietists, guiding their religious customs and
ways of life. The excerpt as it relates to locating the Shekhinah in the synagogue reads:
When a person prays the Shekhinah is opposite him, as it says: ‘I am ever mindful
of the Lord’s presence’ (Psalms 16:8). Even though it is written that the Lord is
opposite him, he should not direct [his intention] except above to Heaven. Since
he does not know where the Temple is, he should think in his heart that through
his prayer it is, as if, the glory were opposite him within four cubits, and its height
501
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extends above to heaven…even though the Creator is everything, [the
worshipper] must fulfill [the obligation by turning] toward His face, as it says
Pour out your heart like water in the presence of the Lord! (Lamentations 2:19),
for the creatures below must lift their souls and their hearts to heaven. Therefore,
the heart of the worshipper faces above.503
The devotee needs to imagine the Shekhinah opposite himself within the synagogue and
above the Torah ark as God’s glory seated on the heavenly throne.504
Being properly oriented within the sacred space, both the physical space of the
earthly synagogue and the imagined space of the imago templi, could not alone achieve
the image of the Shekhinah. Rather, as articulated in the passage from Sefer Hasidim,
visualizing the Shekhinah necessitated concentrated attention and intentionality in prayer,
or kavanah (lit. intention). The verse from Psalms, cited above, which reads “I have set
the Lord always before me” (Psalms 16:18), was adapted further in the High Middle
Ages as a means of linking it to the visualization of the Shekhinah to concentration on the
names of God. Medieval commentators elaborate on the verse from Psalms to
demonstrate that if one utters the names of God with kavanah, deep intentionality, he will
then be able to visualize the Shekhinah. For the Pietists, the names of God were drawn
from the verses of the Torah, so intentionality during Torah study and prayer—especially
during the recitation of God’s name—could facilitate the visualization of God in the form
of letters and numbers in one’s mind. Although God has various names, in Pietist
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writings one name in particular is connected to kavanah and the Shekhinah: Adonai.505 In
the mahzorim under study in this chapter, the root of the word is, significantly, framed by
architectural elements.
These parameters are reflected in the prescribed gestures for worshippers centered
on the Torah ark as the portal to the divine in the medieval synagogue. For example, in
the Holy Roman Empire, it was customary to bow toward the Torah ark because of the
divine presence of the Torah scroll.506 There is, moreover, an association that develops in
this period between sanctifying the name of God and venerating the Torah ark because of
the Torah within it. In the Kaddish prayer, the liturgy that mourns the anniversary of the
dead, the prayer sanctifies God’s name.507 This prayer originated in medieval Ashkenaz
and appears just before our Shavuot liturgy. Facing the Torah ark during this liturgy—
because of its sanctification of God’s name and because the Torah scroll itself was a
manifestation of God’s name—was recommended as a way to visualize the Shekhinah.
Visualizing the Shekhinah was in turns a means of entering God’s gate to heaven,
unlocking and revealing God’s presence.
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The Shekhinah in the Shavuot Piyyut
In the above-discussed Pietist writings the Shekhinah is characterized as female
and is identified with the Torah. This is articulated clearly in the Adon Imnani piyyut for
Shavuot which our images illustrate; the piyyut itself is voiced by the Torah, personified
as female, understood mystically to be the Shekhinah. The first line of the poem (see
Appendix A: Adon Imnani Piyyut) connects the speaker (here the Torah) to God’s divine
presence: “The Lord (Adon) raised me, He caused me to dwell near Him, He then gave
me over to man, He is Hashem who created me.”508 The Torah as the Shekhinah is bound
up with God who created and raised her; she is separate from God but is an emanation of
Him.
God is referred to in the first word of the poem by His appellation, Adon, which is
translated as “Lord” or “Master.” This appellation is often framed within the prominent
architectural elements or gilded on every folio in the illuminated mahzorim. A form of
the word Shekhinah also appears in the first of line of the piyyut: shikhnani, the
possessive form of Shekhinah, signaling that God infused her—the Torah—with His
presence. The full verse reads: “He caused me to dwell (etsloh shikhnani) near Him.”509
This conception of the Shekhinah/Torah as a woman dwelling near God—again as a
distinct but intertwined entity—is a consistent trope used throughout the poem, hinging
on the fundamental meaning of Shekhinah, to dwell. For example, the fifth line reads: “I
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approached at His footsteps, I dwelt in His shadow.” The piyyut thus articulates the
Shekhinah as emanating from God, dwelling in His midst.
Another shared attribute connecting the Shekhinah as the Torah to God’s divine
presence is light. Light is a recurring motif throughout the piyyut. One verse, for instance,
reads: “I have been crowned with brilliant light, merits have blended into me, with “this”
I have been praised, for I was created when there were not [yet] the depths.”510 Judah ben
Barzilai of Barcelona—a twelfth century Talmudist who was influential on the writings
of the Pietists—writes in his commentary on Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of Formation):
For the reward of the light of the Torah is a vision of the splendor of the Presence
… the one occupied with [the study of] Torah and who mediates upon it merits to
see the light of the Shekhinah.511
In the piyyut, the Torah is illuminated by God; in the Pietist commentary the light of the
Torah is a vision of the Shekhinah, of God’s presence.
The Pietist vision of the Torah as imbued with and illuminated by divine light,
manifesting God’s presence, can also be seen in the following verse of the Shavuot
piyyut:
The beauty of the thirty-two, the pleasantness of the paired paths,
illuminated me at the boundaries [of time],
when He prepared the heavens.
The “beauty of the thirty-two” and the “paired paths” allude to the thirty-two paths of
wisdom with which God created the world, well known in mystical writings. Moreover,
numerically thirty-two was equal to the thirty-two appearances of God’s name elokim in
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the book of Genesis, so the paths were understood be infused with God’s presence. The
Pietists believed that the thirty-two paths comprise the Oral Torah, which is accessed
through the Shekhinah, and therefore associated the thirty-two paths with the Shekhinah.
The use of the Shekhinah to access the thirty-two paths is described in the Sefer Habahir
(Book of Brilliance):
What are [these] thirty-two? He said: These are the 32 paths. This is like a King
who was in the innermost chamber [of his palace], and the number of rooms was
32, and there was a path to every chamber. Did it suit the King to allow everyone
to enter his chambers by these paths? No! But did it suit him not to display openly
his pearls and hidden treasures, jeweled settings and beautiful things at all? No!
What did [the King] do? He took [his] daughter and concentrated all paths in her
and in her garments, and whoever wishes to enter the interior must look this way
[at her].... At times, in his great love for her, he calls her “my sister,” for they
come from the same place; sometimes he calls her “my daughter,” for she is his
daughter; and sometimes he calls her “my mother.”512
As described in the text, the thirty-two paths are concealed; they are God’s “hidden
treasures.” They can be revealed through God’s feminine counterpart, the Shekhinah,
variously described as His sister, mother, and daughter. The mention of the thirty-two
paths in the piyyut sets the scene in the moment of pre-Creation, before the world is
created. The piyyut, moreover, characterizes the Torah as the bearer of the wisdom found
in the thirty-two paths of God. As the inheritors of the Oral Torah, which they associated
with the thirty-two paths, the Hasidei Ashkenaz viewed themselves as uniquely equipped
with the tools necessary to decode the esoteric formulations—as part of the knowledge
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received at Mount Sinai.513 As the cantor would have read this piyyut aloud for the
congregation on Shavuot, the worshippers would have been led—through the opening
appellation, the recurring light motif and the numerical associations of God’s name—to
visualize God’s presence within the sanctuary through the Shekhinah.
Architectural Enshrinements of the Shekhinah
The divine presence manifested from the Torah within the Torah ark in the
synagogue, as expressed in Pietist writings from medieval Ashkenaz and articulated in
the Shavuot piyyut, is visualized in the imagery that decorates the frontispiece for this
piyyut: the Torah ark as the gateway to the divine. Each mahzor under study in this
chapter [Figs. 3.1-3.3; Fig. 3.6] uses distinct iconographies, but all employ architectural
framing devices, through which the worshipper may visualize the Shekhinah. In the
illustrated pages, the architectural elements in the mahzorim assume the role of the Torah
ark in the medieval synagogue to allow the viewer to evoke the Shekhinah from the
Torah.
In the Dresden Mahzor [Figs. 3.3 and 3.3a] three micro-architectural elements
organize and embellish the page: an impressive Gothic structure frames the whole folio; a
tower-shaped Torah ark is depicted front and center; and a polylobed arch supports the
Torah ark itself.514 The opening text of the piyyut is integrated into these architectural
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elements; the architecture organizes the space and directs our vision to focal points across
the page. On the lower register, elite and well-dressed figures wearing a variety of
different types of hats—including one wearing a “Jewish hat”—surround and face the
central Torah ark, which is rendered as a miniature crenellated tower.515 The two figures
directly flanking the tower throw their entire bodies towards the ark in devout devotion;
the force of the gesture has caused the man on the right to lose his hat. The figures in the
group reach their hands upwards toward the top register of the folio, echoing the soaring
towers of the architectural structure. As they pray, some open their hands to receive the
Tablets of Law depicted above them. Other figures clasp their hands in veneration of the
divine aura, centered on the Torah ark. Significantly, all the figures’ eyes—with the
exception of one man at the viewer’s lower right—are shrouded, either by their hats, hair,
clothing, or their own hands.516
In the upper register, Moses, crowned with a rosette wreath and wearing an
ermine-lined mantle, receives the stone Tablets of Law from an outstretched hand,
representing God, that emerges from a rainbow-hued cloud, a partial mandorla that
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contains the heavens.517 The scene of covenantal transfer takes place on a burning mount
that signifies Mount Sinai. A green bush is depicted at the center, seemingly unaffected
by the flames. To the right, Moses is depicted again, now handing the Ten
Commandments to his lieutenant, Joshua, who kneels at the foot of the mount. Two
crowned angels flank the scene blowing long trumpets from which emerge more red
flames, marking the sanctity of the sublime spectacle, the revelation of the Law. The
whole scene is set against a gilded backdrop and is framed within a brightly-colored,
Gothic architectural structure of towers, crenellations, crockets, and fleurons. Two towers
buttress either side. Below, dragons seem to bite into the base of the towers and the wings
of angels traverse the upper portion of the towers.518
The gilded first word of the Shavuot piyyut, the appellation of God, Adon
(translated as Lord/Master), connects all the three registers. The word is the object of the
adoration for the figures in the lower register. It also forms a partial backdrop for the
Torah ark, hovering prominently above it. The second letter of Adon, daled, frames the
upper portion of the tower and the last letter, nun, spills into the space of the worshippers
below. The next three words of the poem, imnani etsloh shikhnani—translated as
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“…caused me to dwell near him”—continue just below the Torah ark and are enclosed
within the polylobed arch that serves as the ark’s platform. The rest of the poem appears
on the next folio with the remaining verses concluding on the subsequent two pages. The
three architectural elements—the frame, the Torah ark, and the polylobed arch—are all
depicted with Gothic stylistic elements, signaling that the upper and lower registers are
set in the present.
The representation of the Torah ark surrounded by a community of worshipers
conveys the Pietist conception of the Torah ark as a gateway to the divine. The gates of
the miniature Torah ark are open like those in the images for the Yom Kippur liturgy,
Yom Kippur being the moment at which God’s presence transforms the Torah ark into a
literal gateway to the divine. Like the two kneeling angels in the Moskowitz Rhine
Mahzor [Fig. 5.8], the figures on the Dresden Mahzor folio are similarly set against a
numinous gold ground. Unlike the kneeling angels, however, the worshippers in the
Dresden Mahzor adopt a particularly energetic demeanor. Their hands are either tightly
clasped or stretched purposively open and their arms extend fully as they venerate the
Torah ark with their adamant gestures. In particular, one figure to the viewer’s right of
the Torah ark worships so forcefully that his hat falls off. The deep vertical folds of his
robe echo his vigorous upwards movement. The energetic adoration of the community
gives visual form to the Pietist concept of kavanah, translating intention and
concentration to kinetic movement, in order to depict it on the page.
The contemporary Torah ark, as a gateway to the divine, is imbued with the
Shekhinah from the revelation of the Law. The representation of Mount Sinai as covered
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in fiery flames, yet with an untouched bush at the center, alludes to two biblical moments
when God’s presence was made manifest: when He first appeared to Moses at the
burning bush and when He delivered the Tablets of Law. The fiery flames emerging from
the angels’ trumpets, moreover, mark the sublime presence of God. The outstretched
hand of God, emerging from the partial mandorla above to deliver the Ten
Commandments, conveys the site as sacred. As God delivers the Tablets of Law in the
upper scene, the figures in the lower register await their arrival. On a fundamental level,
the emptiness of the Torah ark makes the analogy clear: the figures are eagerly awaiting
the Tablets of Law, ready to receive them in their empty Torah ark.
The Torah ark, the figures venerating it, and the appellation of God hovering
above the ark give visual form to contemporary Pietist writings about visualizing the
Shekhinah in the medieval synagogue. The appearance and location of one of the
appellations of God can be understood in reference to the mystical beliefs in medieval
Ashkenaz examined above: specifically, that uttering a name of God, such as Adonai,
whose root Adon is written here, can, when paired with kavanah, open the gates to the
divine to reveal God’s presence. Adon or Adoni was, according to the Pietists, inscribed
on the forehead of one of the cherubim on top of the Ark of the Covenant, whose wings
flanked the mercy seat.519 In the Dresden Mahzor, Adon hovers over the Torah ark,
literally in the place of the mercy seat, making it clear that the Shekhinah resides above
the ark, just as it did above the Ark of the Covenant.
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The figures surrounding the Torah ark enact the Pietist recommendations for
visualizing God’s presence—facing the ark, contemplating the names of God with
kavanah—so they are clearly depicted in the process of imagining the Shekhinah. Some
figures extend their entire arms toward the Sinaitic scene above, others reach out their
hands toward the framed text at center, and still others explicitly address their veneration
to the tower-like Torah ark. These gestures seem to reference Pietist texts which prescribe
that one praying who is trying to visualize the Shekhinah should look opposite himself at
the Torah ark, while also looking above, envisioning the celestial throne of God with His
divine presence. The orientation of these figures, venerating both toward the Torah ark
and above it, acknowledges God’s presence in the sanctuary, opposite the worshipper and
on top of the Torah ark in the imagined celestial throne.520 The rainbow-hued partial
mandorla above strengthens the Torah ark’s symbolism as a gateway to heaven.
Moreover, the figures arrayed across the frontispiece of the Dresden Mahzor appear to be
venerating different registers of the tripartite Torah ark construction, evoking the various
manifestations of divine presence throughout the scene. The Ten Commandments,
Tablets of Law, the word Adon, and the piyyut continued below it—all play active parts
in the making of the image of the Shekhinah. The figures’ distinct gestures signal the
transfer of the Shekhinah from the Tablets of Law above to the empty space of the Torah
ark below.
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The covered eyes of the figures in the image, although certainly influenced in part
by the resistance in medieval Ashkenaz to representing Jewish figures with human faces,
may also reflect Pietist instructions to cover one’s eyes when visualizing the Shekhinah,
reinforcing the immaterial nature of the divine manifestation in the devotee’s imagemaking mental faculty. These obfuscating gestures, which emphasize the sublimity of the
Shekhinah, further connected the worshipers to Moses. After God speaks to Moses at
Mount Sinai, his face was aglow with radiance reflected from God’s presence. This
intimidated the Israelites, and Moses subsequently covered his face with a veil (Exodus
34:29-35). Several details in the image evoke God’s presence as figuratively touching the
medieval Jewish worshippers: God’s outstretched hand in the heavens almost meets their
own yearning and reaching hands, which also reach out to the Tablets of Law and the
first word of the piyyut just below. The figures are thus depicted as being within reach of
the key that will open the gateway to the divine: their open Torah ark.
Looking at the image in its entirety, the Torah ark and Tablets of Law are
contained within a larger unifying architectural framework, a Gothic tabernacle so to
speak, which frames the biblical moment within contemporary religious life, signaling
the continuity of the covenant, and creating a further, visual parallel between the Ark of
the Covenant and the Torah ark. The vibrant, rainbow tones of the Gothic structure—
reflecting the rainbow-hued celestial realm—are echoed in the Torah ark and in the
Tablets of Law on Mount Sinai.521 The wings of the angels ever so slightly traverse the
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towers and jut out onto the parchment. This subtle element connects the text of the piyyut
(centered on the pre-deliverance of the Law) with the depiction of the revelation of Law
itself. Moreover, by extending onto the page of the mahzor, the wings of the angels enter
the space of the synagogue where the visualization of the Shekhinah would have taken
place. This Gothic structure, a “tabernacle,” that frames the Torah ark is alluded to in the
piyyut:
My precious lessons spewed forth, my pegs were embedded,
and my drapes were hung on [the] four sides [of the world],
when the mountains were not yet established.
The embedded “pegs” (yetedot) and the hanging drapery paint a picture of the
Tabernacle; the same root of the word “pegs” is found in the biblical description of the
Tabernacle (Exodus 27:19). It is significant that the Tabernacle, rather than the Temple or
the Ark of the Covenant, is at the heart of the piyyut, thus highlighting God’s preparation
of the Torah for delivery to Moses and the Israelites. The medieval Jewish congregants in
the synagogue, mirrored in the figures worshiping on the page, would have followed the
narrative of the Torah from moment of its creation to its eventual revelation at Mount
Sinai. The figure, with his back facing us and his hands reaching up to the revelation of
Law, would have placed the worshipper in the scene to witness the metamorphosis of the
Shekhinah.
We can further our understanding of how the mahzor aided in the visualization of
the Shekhinah by examining the adjacent piyyutim. As discussed earlier, the prayer that
precedes our piyyut is the Kaddish prayer (in the Dresden Mahzor, fol. 200v), which
starts with the words “Yitgadal v’yitkadash sh’mei raba,” and is translated as “May His
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great Name grow exalted and sanctified.” In Sefer Hasidim, Pietists recommended that
when reciting the Kaddish, congregants should turn toward the Torah scroll, which would
be held aloft by the cantor, and the congregants were instructed to direct their hearts
toward the Torah.522 The Kaddish is specifically connected in Pietist writings with the
evocation of the Shekhinah in the Torah ark. Reciting the prayer right before viewing the
image of the revelation of Law, the Jewish congregants in the medieval sanctuary would
have just praised God’s name before turning to this page. 523 The reader would have then
uttered an appellation of God as the opening word of this piyyut. The appearance of the
Torah ark with the piyyut about the Shekhinah thus actualizes the Kaddish prayer,
sanctifying God’s name, which is literally inscribed on the mahzor page in the piyyut.
The image in the Dresden Mahzor not only conveys the process of visualizing
God’s mystical presence; it also signifies the mystical marriage of God and Israel. Moses
is presented as the spouse and the beloved of the Torah—the female Shekhinah in our
piyyut. The rosette wreath that Moses wears is a symbol of medieval courtly love, more
specifically in the contemporary Germanic context, the Minnesänger.524 In the scene of
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the revelation of the Law, the trappings of courtly love allude to the mystical
marriage between the Torah and Moses, on behalf of Israel. Moses is the beloved of the
Torah and he (and by extension all of Israel) is wedded to the Torah/Shekhinah.
This image of Moses as the bridegroom foreshadows the piyyut that follows it,
which describes the Torah—again personified as a woman—as a matrimonial match
offered by God to the biblical forefathers. The Torah rejects all potential suitors until
finally she accepts Moses. Like Moses, the Torah is “crowned with brilliant light” in the
text of the piyyut as would have befitted a bride. The liturgical text about the Torah
personified as the female Shekhinah, in combination with this painted and textual
marriage imagery, portrays the mystical marriage of Moses and the Torah/Shekhinah as
the union that is achieved from the covenantal contract delivered at Mount Sinai. Our
piyyut primes the reader for both the deliverance of the Law—as depicted in the image—
and the mystical marriage described in the next piyyut: “He elevated my laws, to benefit
my beloved [Israel], [that they may attain] knowledge that has been hidden, since the
world was created.” Thus, before turning to Adon Imnani, the congregants would have
sanctified God’s name, evoked the Shekhinah, and then, turning the page, they would
have revealed the Torah, tracing its journey from its pre-Creation in the piyyut, before
God created the universe, to its deliverance at Mount Sinai to the mystical marriage
between God and the Israelites through the covenant secured.
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Arches and Arks in the Worms and Laud Mahzorim
Similar to the Dresden Mahzor’s use of architectural enshrinements to evoke the
Shekhinah, in the Worms Mahzor a prominent arch that frames the page—including the
liturgy and imagery on it—again conveys the same transfer of Shekhinah. In the image
for Shavuot [Figs. 3.1 and 3.1a], a robust rounded arch rests on two floriated capitals and
is flanked by narrow towers with lancet windows and trefoil decoration, recalling a
Gothic monumental portal. The archivolt is adorned with flower medallions alternating
with blue and green camel-shaped monsters, and the supporting piers are embellished
with a vine-leaf motif characteristic of German Romanesque architectural decoration.525
Adon, the first word of the piyyut, is prominently displayed in gilded letters on a
tympanum-like semicircle. The piyyut continues below, formatted in two rows below the
incipit, suggesting the paired doors of an arched portal, and then continues onto the next
two pages. The arch frames the otherwise naked parchment on which the medieval piyyut
is inscribed upon it. The architectural form thus articulates three separate image fields
across the page: the narrative scene of the reception of the Tablets above, the text and
figures within the arch, and the figures occupying the flanking towers.
The microarchitecture frames the medieval piyyut and supports the Mount Sinai
scene above, connecting the biblical scene with the contemporary liturgy, and, as we will
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see, with the space of the synagogue. In its double role, the Gothic structure signifies the
transfer of the Shekhinah from the Tablets of Law to the liturgical text contained within
its arch. Despite its rounded form, the basic form of the arch resembles that of the Torah
arks from medieval Ashkenaz already examined. The two flanking towers in particular
refer to the paired columns of the Torah arks, recalling the two pillars, Jachin and Boaz,
that framed the entrance to the ancient Temple (1 Kings 7:21). These pillars were thought
to protect the inner chambers of the Temple, and demarcated the entrance to the sacred
space. In the Worms Mahzor, the towers define the space of the central arch and liturgical
text, marking that space as distinct, and sanctified.
As Ilia Rodov has shown, the architectural forms of the Worms Mahzor resemble
decorative motifs seen in contemporary synagogues, specifically in the Worms
synagogue, whose layout and design may have been a model for other medieval
Ashkenazic synagogues. Specifically, two fragments of stone arches discovered in the
excavations of the structure, are decorated with dragons which closely resemble the
painted ones in the mahzor [Figs. 5.9 and 5.10].526 One of these fragments, notably,
formed the right springing of the arch of the Worms Synagogue’s Torah ark [Fig.
5.11].527 A nearly identical motif is depicted in the arch in the Worms Mahzor—and in a
similar position—thus connecting the arch on the Shavuot page with the Torah ark in the
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Worms Synagogue.528 In addition to their shared decorative motif, the arch echoes the
function of the Torah ark in the synagogue, to safeguard the Torah by containing the
piyyut within its span. This piyyut, which was composed in the early Middle Ages and
recited by the congregation in the medieval synagogue using the mahzor on Shavuot,
situates the scene in the contemporary synagogue and the ceremonies that took place
within it in medieval Ashkenaz.
While the microarchitectural frame of the Shavuot page in the Worms Mahzor
echoes the built Torah Ark of the Worms Synagogue, it also supports the scene above it:
the biblical episode of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law with the Ten
Commandments. Although the image is badly cropped and damaged, some surviving
details are still legible. Small green clover-shaped leaves, interspersed among the figures,
sparsely fill the mountain—represented by the curved line of the arch—with signs of
plant life. Moses, Aaron, and the Elders/Israelites stand atop the mountain, awaiting the
delivery of the Tablets of Law. The Tablets, rendered as a pair of green rectangles with
red outlines and now badly cropped, are at the center of the scene. Presumably—based on
the surviving detail of the white trumpet jutting out toward the right-hand side of the
scene above the arch—the arrival of the Tablets was announced by angels blowing
trumpets and they were likely delivered by God’s outstretched hand, similar to the
arrangement seen in the Dresden Mahzor.
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The arch furthermore creates a parallel between the Ten Commandments on the
Tablets of Law and the piyyut inscribed below. The diagonal emplacement of the Tablets
of Law suggests that they are in the midst of being deposited into the arch in its role as
Torah ark. Moreover, the layout of the commandments on those Tablets, with five
commandments on each half of the pair, echoes the two-columned arrangement of the
piyyut below it. Each figure in the biblical scene above, with the exception of Moses,
holds a banderole with one of the Ten Commandments written on it (Exodus 20: 2-17);
Moses, depicted at left, instead presents a banderole inscribed with the verse from
Exodus 19:3: “And Moses went up to God.” The four figures occupying the flanking
towers mark the arch, and the piyyut contained within it, with the Ten Commandments as
they, too, hold banderoles with one commandment each.529 Two more figures stand
below the arch, situated between the badly cropped dragon and the elephant. Those
figures also present banderoles with the remaining two commandments on them. The Ten
Commandments, represented as banderoles in the biblical scene at the top of the arch and
by the figures within the arch, are thus textually equated with one another. The Tablets of
Law, on their way towards the arch below, signal to the reader/viewer that the
commandments—inscribed on the banderoles throughout—are being deposited in the
Torah ark. This serves to establish a connection between the Tablets of Law and the
personification of the Torah who voices the piyyut inside the ark. Containing both texts,
the arch not only acts a sacred container for them, but it also signals the transfer of the
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Shekhinah from the revelation of the Law in the scene above to the commandments and
medieval liturgy contained within the arch.
Returning to the word Adon on the tympanum—situated in between the Tablets
above and the piyyut below—the appellation of God signals the transfer of the Shekhinah
from Mount Sinai to the medieval Torah ark as already seen. As the Tablets of Law
convey the impression of being deposited into the arch, they also point to Adon. That
word is distinguished by its embellished script, gilded lettering, and in its distinct
backdrop. In its composition and arrangement, moreover, the Adon inscription echoes the
kapporet, the valence hung above the Torah ark in the medieval synagogue, and a
reference to the mercy seat in the ancient Temple.530 Its appearance, therefore, further
connects the arch to the medieval Torah ark. The Tablets of Law move into the sacred
space defined by the arch/ark, echoing the Pietist texts described earlier that locate the
commandments and the Torah in the Torah ark, just as they were in the Ark of the
Covenant.531 Moreover, by showing the Tablets being delivered, and the Ten
Commandments already in the hands of the medieval Jewish figures surrounding the arch
below, the image highlights covenantal continuity—from the revelation at Mount Sinai to
the piyyut held within the Torah ark in the image, and read in the ceremonies on Shavuot.
The figures pictured in the scene around the edges of the arch itself illustrate the
custom of facing the Torah ark, one of the Pietist instructions for visualizing the
Shekhinah. They also carry banderoles of the Ten Commandments, reflecting the Pietist
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texts about how uttering the words from the Torah can evoke the Shekhinah.532 The
banderoles give visual form to sound, as though the figures are uttering the words of the
Torah to invoke God’s presence. Pondering the names of God was also thought to aid in
the visualization of the Shekhinah, a belief referenced in the appellation depicted at the
top of the arch, hovering over the commandments and the piyyut. The piyyut itself,
invoking the Shekhinah as the Torah, would have further signified the transfer of God’s
presence from Mount Sinai to the medieval synagogue through contemporary customs
and liturgy.
In the Parma Mahzor [Figs. 3.6 and 3.6a], the configuration of the arch, text, and
figures operates in a different manner from the composition in the Worms Mahzor though
both evoke the Shekhinah from the revelation of Law. In the Parma Mahzor, the first
word of the poem is again contained within the arch and in a prominent position at its top.
In contrast to the Worms Mahzor, the scene of Moses and the Israelites receiving the
Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai takes place on the facing folio, rather than above the arch.
The figures, dressed as contemporary Jews, face the arch across the gutter, and focus
their attentions on the word Adon, depicted beneath the arch in a similarly tympanum-like
space. The figures’ orientation toward the piyyut in the arch (here again serving as a
stand-in for the Torah ark) references the Pietist texts that prescribe the necessary
gestures for visualizing the Shekhinah. Two rampant lions hold up the arch, and their
forepaws indicate the text contained within, a gesture that is echoed by Moses and the
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Israelites—who are also all represented as medieval Jewish figures—and whose hands
point toward the Tablets of Law.
In the Parma Mahzor, God’s presence is conveyed in three places in the two
folios of the Shavuot opening: the word Adon, the hand of God outstretched at Mount
Sinai, and the miracle of the crossing of the Red Sea in the register below. The parting of
the Red Sea led the Israelites from Egypt to the wilderness, where they eventually
reached Mount Sinai to receive the Tablets. This miraculous moment of the sea splitting
in two to allow for the Israelites’ safe passage across it, denotes God’s presence, and
paired with the Mount Sinai scene above, signals His continued presence. The scene
recalls one use of the word shakhan in the Bible: “And they shall know that I the Lord am
their God, who brought them out from the land of Egypt that I might abide among them, I
the Lord their God” (Exodus 29:46). The reader of the mahzor would have first seen
these two scenes before reading the Adon Imnani piyyut, in a way undergoing the same
journey as the Israelites, who were brought forth out of Egypt to Mount Sinai to receive
the Torah. The reader would have then read aloud the piyyut about the origins of the
world itself before the Torah was delivered to the Israelites. All three biblical episodes
are connected by the Shekhinah; present even before the creation of the world, evident in
the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea and given a tangible, albeit abstract form when
God came down to Moses at Mount Sinai.
The Shekinhah is not only latent within each episode, but together the
composition of the arch, figures, and liturgical text conveys the transfer of the Shekhinah.
The two registers of the biblical event face the arch. The curving, arch-shape shared
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among all three scenes—defining the form of Mount Sinai, where Moses receives the
Tablets of Law from an outstretched hand of God, echoed in the outline of the Tablets
themselves, and in the architectural framing of the piyyut—establishes a visual parallel.
These scenes are further linked by their common palette; shared hues of red, green, and
blue with glimmers of gold reinforce the parallel between these sacred spaces.
The Israelites, rather than reaching out their hands to receive the sacred text,
instead appear to be in dialogue with one another. The first figure in the group below
Mount Sinai turns his (featureless) face towards the three tablets—suggesting the three
main sections of the Hebrew Bible (Law, Prophets, and Writings)—and reaches out his
hand to signal its presence. Yet the second figure turns to the man beside him on his left,
giving the impression that they are engaged in a discourse about the revelation of the Law
and about the Hebrew Bible. Their dress identifies them as medieval Pietists, equipped to
decode the secrets of the Torah, the thirty-two paths of wisdom, which they received
directly from Moses and the Israelites at Mount Sinai. Reading the piyyut on the next
page about the Shekhinah, the Torah, and the thirty-two paths of wisdom encoded in it,
the reader would have seen himself in the image.

Picturing Real Presence in the Laud Mahzor
The simplified architectural form seen on the Laud Mahzor Shavuot page [Figs.
3.2 and 3.2a] functions differently than the arches featured in the Dresden, Worms and
Parma Mahzorim, but also would have aided in the visualization of the Shekhinah in the
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Ashkenazic medieval synagogue on Shavuot.533 The Laud Mahzor evokes the divine
presence by drawing on themes pertinent to medieval Ashkenaz, namely, acts of
martyrdom during the Crusades.534 Like that in the Worms Mahzor, the semi-circular arch
in the Laud Mahzor echoes the function of the Torah, containing the sacred text, while
also supporting the Sinaitic scene above it; the piyyut is, quite literally, the ground upon
which the biblical scene is set. The arch in the Laud Mahzor conveys a built space, as can
be seen in the attention paid to making the arch appear three-dimensional through the
rendering of a modeled surface, as well as the sculptural floriate capitals at the base.
Paired lions and oxen support the pillars, holding aloft the weight of the ostensible stone
arch. The arch signifies the basic elements of the Torah ark discussed above: it acts both
as a portal to the divine, and as a container for the sacred text—raising the text above
ground-level.
The upper half of the scene in the Laud Mahzor shows Moses receiving and
delivering the Tablets of Law at Mount Sinai. Plant life, depicted as scant shrubbery at
the center, serves as a shorthand for the natural environment. An angel emerges from the
fiery heavens to deliver the two Tablets of Law, which then appear folded up—with the
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loop at the top articulating this transformation—in the hands of three figures who receive
the Tablets at the right. Those figures, who are depicted as bird-headed, wear the pointed
hats worn by men of the medieval Jewish community in the Rhineland.535 In the register
below, reading as a sort of lintel, the enlarged and gilded first word of the piyyut is
inscribed, and the piyyut text—flanked by two winged creatures—continues within the
lower portion of the arch.
In the tympanum of the arch, an unusual scene from Exodus unfolds.536 The
episode tells the story of the installation of priesthood in the Tabernacle after the
Israelites received the Ten Commandments on the Tablets of Law (Exodus 29).537 The
event, which follows the building of the Tabernacle, takes place at the entrance to the
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holy structure. Aaron is shown dressed in a long, flowing, ermine-lined mantle that
references the biblical description of the holy garments that Aaron and his sons should
wear (Exodus 28: 2; 9: 29). Aaron is depicted with a beaked mouth, similar to those of
the three biblical figures above, and stands to the right of a tall altar with a ram upon it.
He holds a bowl in one outstretched hand, collecting the blood from the slain ram upon
the altar. In his other hand, Aaron extends a second bowl of blood, spilling it out onto the
assembled Israelites. In the biblical account (Exodus 29), God delivers instructions to
Moses for consecrating the priests—Aaron and his sons—who will serve in the
Tabernacle and who would perform the sacrifices there. Specifically, Aaron and his sons
were commanded to take three different types of unleavened bread, two rams, and a bull
to the altar. The bull was meant to serve as a sin offering before any of the other
sacrifices took place. After the bull, Aaron and his sons sacrificed two baby rams. The
first was to be burnt on the altar so that the aroma from its roasting could serve as an
offering to God. The sacrifice of the second ram, the “ram of consecration,” was paired
with waving a loaf of bread. Subsequently, Aaron and his sons ate the bread, along with
the ram of consecration, and then consecrated the altar at the entrance of the Tabernacle.
After the second ram was sacrificed but before it was consumed, Aaron was instructed to
sprinkle its blood around the altar, as well as onto his sons. They were, furthermore,
instructed to boil the ram of consecration, also called the ram of installation, in a holy
place.
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The second ram, the ram of installation, which I suggest is the one represented in
the Laud Mahzor, is bound up with the Shekhinah of God in the Tabernacle. The
pertinent biblical verses read:
A regular burnt offering (ram of installation/consecration) throughout the
generations, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting before the Lord. For there I
will meet with you, and there I will speak with you, and there I will meet with the
Israelites, and it shall be sanctified by My Presence [emphasis mine]. I will
sanctify the Tent of Meeting and the altar, and I will consecrate Aaron and his
sons to serve Me as priests. I will abide among the Israelites, and I will be their
God. And they shall know that I the Lord am their God, who brought them out
from the land of Egypt that I might abide among them, I the Lord their God
(Exodus 29: 42-46).
The ram of installation, which consecrated the Tabernacle, thus links the arch depicted in
the Laud Mahzor to the Tabernacle as the site of God’s in-dwelling. Outside the arch in
the image, a different group of figures, distinguished by their humanoid faces, face the
arch and reach out their hands—in an echo of the hands of the bird-headed figures just
above—to receive the sacrificial blood dripping from the bowl held by Aaron in the arch
to their right.
Katrin Kogman-Appel interprets this image of the installation of priesthood in the
Tabernacle as a reference to the messianic hopes, centered on concerns for the continuity
of Law, which were heightened in medieval Ashkenaz at the time the Laud Mahzor
image was made.538 Among the reasons for this reading—in opposition to the earlier,
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foundational interpretations of the scene—Kogman-Appel mentions the conspicuous
absence of a scene showing the reading of the covenant taking, which would have been
key iconography if this image was meant to depict the sacrifice that occurred just before
the Israelites received the Ten Commandments. Kogman-Appel also points out that
reading the image as the sacrifice before the Law overlooks the significance of the arch
as a symbol of the historical and messianic Temple. The realistic portrayal of the arch and
that the sacrifice takes place within its span, according to Kogman-Appel, signals real
activity occurring within a specific locale, reassuring the medieval congregants that
Temple practices and the Law would continue in the messianic age. The scene, I suggest,
can be read in a different way when contextualized within the significance of the
sacrificial altar and sacrificial blood for medieval Ashkenazic communities, particularly
in the Shavuot liturgy. When viewed in this context, the scene would have been
understood to relate to the evocation of the Shekhinah. In this way, it is not only the
continuation of the Law in the messianic era that is expressed in the image, but
specifically the continuity of the Law on Shavuot.
The similar forms of the consecrated altar in the Tabernacle, and with the word
Adon flanked by two beams just below it, create a visual parallel between the sacrificial
altar and the word. This parallel highlights the transfer of the Shekhinah, initially
introducing the Tabernacle with the sacrifice of the ram of installation, to the appellation

Maimonidean Controversy,” Maimonidean Studies 3 (1992/93): 29-47; and Ephraim Kanarfogel,
“Medieval Rabbinic Conceptions of the Messianic Age: The View of the Tosafists,” in Me’ah
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Fleischer, Gerald Blidstein, Carmi Horowitz, and Bernard Septimus (Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
2001), 154, note 14. For full bibliography on messianic views in medieval Ashkenaz see notes
232 and 233 in Chapter Two.
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of God just below it. Examining the significance of Temple worship, specifically the
sacrifices which took place there, in the theological context of medieval Ashkenaz can
illuminate this meaningful juxtaposition. As discussed earlier, the synagogue implements
were inspired by those of the lost Temple. In medieval Ashkenaz, the reading lectern
(bimah), where the Torah is read after being processed from the Torah ark to the lectern,
stood in for the altar formerly used for sacrifice outside of the Temple.539 For example,
Jeffrey Woolf discusses the eternal light above the reading platform—another one was
located above the Torah ark—as referring to the perpetually burning fire on the altar in
the Temple.540 Underlying this symbolism was the idea, especially expressed,
experienced, and even heightened in medieval Ashkenaz, that the Shekhinah from the
ancient Temple now resided in the synagogues of every community. Moreover, the
Shekhinah was able to reside in the synagogue because prayer was viewed by the
Ashkenazic theologians as a liturgical equivalent to the sacrificial worship that took place
in the Temple. The sacrificial worship is referred to as Avodah, which means service, and
refers to a form of labor or tribute to the Lord akin to prayer.
The equation between prayer in medieval synagogues and sacrificial worship
from the Temple is elucidated in the Mahzor Vitry, which was originally compiled in the
eleventh century by Simhah ben Samuel of Vitry (d. before 1105), a French scholar and
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disciple of Rashi. The Mahzor Vitry is a major compendium of the customs and laws for
Jewish life in medieval Ashkenaz.541 The relevant passage reads:
At present, however, when the Avodah no longer exists, the world is sustained by
Torah, Acts of Loving Kindness and Prayer. Our prayer is considered as Avodah,
as the Sifre…expounds: ‘And to worship Him (le-avdo) with all your heart and
with all of your soul.’542
The word of God from the Torah read at the lectern and the prayers read from mahzorim
represented and superseded the physical sacrifices offered to God in the Temple.
Moreover, they were both achieved through kavanah, wholehearted intentionality in
prayer as discussed earlier and alluded to in the verse above: “…with all your heart and
with all your soul.” As explained in the Mishnah, it was a commandment for the High
Priests to perform a special prayer every day, so that they could spread God’s name over
Israel to “…link My Name with the people of Israel, and I will bless them”543 (Numbers
6:27).
The equation of prayer and sacrifice, and the transfer of the Shekhinah from the
Temple to the medieval sanctuary, was particularly invoked on Shavuot, one of the three
pilgrimage festivals spelled out in Exodus. According to Sefer Hasidim, the blessing was
only recited on the holiest days of Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Passover, and
Shavuot. On these days, the High Priests in medieval Ashkenaz would immerse
themselves in the ritual bath (mikveh), to purify themselves so they could perform the
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special blessing for these feasts.544 The high level of purity necessary to recite the
blessing demonstrates that this prayer in the medieval synagogue was treated with the
same degree as the Avodah in the Temple. The prayer itself—as recited in the
synagogue—contained numerous references to the liturgy of the Avodah, including the
addition of a new, introductory blessing before the priestly service that was also recited in
the Temple.545
The Shavuot image in the Laud Mahzor thus visualizes the analogy between the
two forms of worship—prayer/Torah and sacrifice—and signals the transfer of the
Shekhinah. The word of God, the Tablets of Law, and the Torah are all depicted
overlooking the scene of the sacrificial altar. An angel emerging from the fiery heavens
delivers two Tablets of Law to Moses and the Elders of Israel who receive those Tablets,
now folded into one, symbolizing the metamorphosis of the Tablets into the Torah.
Moreover, the revelation of Law taking place above the sacrifice and the transfer of blood
signifies that this transformation was authenticated by the original word of God—God’s
real presence—and that both were infused with the Shekhinah. The positioning of the
word “Adon” as an offering on the altar, strengthens the evocation of the transferal of the
Shekhinah from one form—the sacrifice—to another, specifically the Torah in medieval
Ashkenaz. The figures, all dressed as medieval Jews in contemporary surcottes (with the
exception of Aaron who wears a mantle), make it clear that the Temple sacrifice, and the
transfer of the Shekhinah to the word, is taking place in the present. The Torah,
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symbolized by the single folded tablet, itself is then sanctified with the Shekhinah from
the Tabernacle, the same Shekhinah that dwelled in the Temple, now transferred to the
one codex, and then to the word Adon inscribed below.
The transfer of the Law from the Tablets to the Torah is echoed below by the
transfer of the blood from the altar to the represented modern Jewish community. The
two Tablets of Law form a visual parallel to the two blood-filled bowls in the scene
below. Moreover, both the transfer of the Law and the transfer of the sacrificial blood rest
on the gilded first word of the poem, Adon, which crowns the Shavuot piyyut under it.
That piyyut highlights the importance of the word of God, both the Ten Commandments,
and the Torah. Aaron’s feet, one touching the word (Adon) below, the other foot firmly
planted before the sacrificial altar, form a visual bridge connecting word and sacrifice, as
does the blood that traverses the arch itself, the arch that conveys both the Tabernacle and
Torah ark.
The transfer of the Shekhinah is deeply rooted in the Shavuot liturgy and
ceremonies. The revelation of the Law, commemorated on Shavuot, authenticates that
transfer from the ultimate theophany of God at Mount Sinai and invokes the Shekhinah
from the mercy seat above the Tablets of Law. Below the arch, in the lower margin of the
page, a man dressed in contemporary medieval clothing, including the hat typically worn
by men in Ashkenaz, places a loaf of bread into a brown oven. The oven is lit; fiery
flames emerge from either side of it and the bread is about to be baked. The scene could
refer to the unleavened bread associated with the ram of consecration, which requires a
quick and fast bake, but it could also have signaled the two breads described in the Bible
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(Leviticus 23:16-17) to be baked in the Temple on Shavuot. By conflating the two breads,
the image infuses the Shavuot practices with the sanctification of the in-dwelling of God.

The Shekhinah of Martyred Blood
To take this analysis a step further, the sacrifice of the ram and the depiction of
blood in the image would have surely struck a chord with medieval Jewish communities
in Ashkenaz, especially on Shavuot. The ram being sacrificed on the altar as depicted in
the image may have evoked the Shekhinah in the form of martyred blood. Since antiquity,
blood was a reminder of the covenant, but in the Middle Ages, specifically during the
Crusades that began in 1096, blood was unfortunately indelibly connected to martyrdom.
During the Crusades, Jewish communities were forced to choose between converting to
Christianity or being murdered. Some chose baptism; others took their own lives or the
lives of family members in order to resist conversion.546 This appalling situation led to an
ideal of Jewish martyrdom, (ritual) sacrifice in the name of God. Blood in this context
took on a new meaning symbolizing the blood of martyrdom—the blood of the Jews who
chose to die by either their own hand or another’s instead of converting to Christianity.
This blood was viewed figuratively as the blood of God crying out, and it had the force to
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obliterate the sins of future generations.547 Contemporary accounts found in Sefer
Hasidim describe Jews writing in blood during their martyrdom. For example, a haunting
excerpt specifies that one should not paint over this blood of the martyrs to ensure God
will not forget to avenge them.548 This blood had the power to atone for generations, and
even without a Temple, the martyred blood would recreate the Temple sacrifices; blood
itself was messianic.549 The blood of martyrdom hinted at the “real presence” of God,
connecting God to the Jewish people and as such, this blood also became a symbol of the
covenant.550 The link between blood and the Shekhinah is signaled in texts that describe
the martyred blood as reaching the throne of God. In one gruesome tale, thought to have
been written by Solomon bar Samson, the twelfth-century Jewish scholar from Mainz, a
Jewish figure named Isaac takes his children before the Torah ark and sacrifices them:
“He spilled their blood on the pillars of the holy ark, so that it would come as a memorial
before the unique and everlasting King and before the throne of his glory.”551 The
haunting image of blood painted on the Torah ark was therefore linked to the mercy seat,
tied to the image of the Shekhinah itself in medieval Ashkenaz. Significantly, in
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chronicles of the Crusades the martyrs are described as standing in the Temple, bound up
in the throne of glory as seen in the above cited text. In another instance, they are
described as both the animals to be sacrificed on altars and also as the High Priests
conducting these sacrifices. When read in this context, the Shavuot image in the Laud
Mahzor, with its depiction of the sacrificial animal, Aaron in his role as the priest, and
spilled blood, takes on a new meaning, reflecting such accounts of contemporary martyrs
and placing the medieval Jewish worshipper amidst the Shekhinah.
The multivalent symbolism of the blood conveyed in the image from the Laud
Mahzor would have been heightened, I suggest, on Shavuot for two key reasons: Shavuot
coincided with the beginning of the tragic events of the Crusades; and the calendrical and
liturgical significance of Shavuot commemorated the reception of the Law at Mount
Sinai. New piyyutim, composed in medieval Ashkenaz in the twelfth century following
the beginning of the Crusades in 1096, attest to collective martyrdom and specifically
connect Shavuot with these acts of martyrdom because of their calendrical overlap.552
Even if, by the fourteenth century—when the Laud Mahzor was created—these acts of
martyrdom were a few centuries in the past for medieval Ashkenazic Jewish communities
of the fourteenth century, the memory of these events, as recorded in piyyutim that were
inscribed in the mahzorim under study and recited annually in the synagogue, remained—
“was ever”—at the forefront of the minds of Ashkenazic Jews.
A previously discussed poem—called Akdamut Milin (Introductory Words [Ten
Commandments])—composed in Worms in the eleventh century and written in Aramaic

552

For discussions on these piyyutim see Cohen, Sanctifying the Name of God.

287
by the cantor Rabbi Meir bar Yitzchak (Nehorai) of Orleans (d. c. 1095), is one example
of the new piyyutim.553 This piyyut is found in the medieval Ashkenazic mahzorim for the
Shavuot liturgy, read after the Adon Imnani piyyut and just before the targum, an
Aramaic interpretation of the Torah portion for the day. The piyyut introduces the Ten
Commandments, praising God and His Torah. The poem, first recited on the first day of
Shavuot following the Crusades, also glorifies the martyrs of the Crusades; it discusses
the reward for the martyrs who sacrificed themselves for the name of God and for their
faith. The piyyut describes the reciters of the Shema (the blessing that pronounces faith in
God) as “crowned with eternal life.” The martyrs are ensconced in golden thrones, seated
at the head of bejeweled tables for a banquet. This description alludes to a messianic
redemption for the martyrs, and, through its throne imagery, particularly invokes the
Shekhinah.
The Akdamut piyyut is connected to the covenant and the Ten Commandments by
its focus on martyrdom. The first line of the piyyut introduces the reading of the Ten
Commandments. The poem itself praises God, his Torah, and the Israelites through
themes centered on the medieval Jewish community. This connection foregrounds the
covenantal meaning of martyrdom: by choosing to martyr themselves instead of
converting to Christianity, the martyrs believed that they were choosing, sustaining, and
continuing the covenant. The recitation of the piyyut on Shavuot highlights the
connection between the poem and the covenant. The end of the poem (fol. 45b) touches
on the poem’s relation to the holiday: ‘‘He desired and favored us and gave us the
553
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Torah.”554 Covenantal continuity, demonstrated in medieval Ashkenaz with the blood of
the martyrs, thus bookends the poem.
The memorial prayer called Av Harahamim (Merciful Father), composed in
medieval Ashkenaz after the Crusades and found in medieval Ashkenazic prayerbooks as
early as the late thirteenth century, similarly demonstrates the covenantal meaning of
martyrdom, heightened on Shavuot.555 The prayer was recited, after the Yizkor
(memorial) service, on the Sabbath before Shavuot for those martyred in the Crusades,
commemorating the tragedies that had occurred on that day.556 Part of the rationale for
memorializing the martyrs on this feast was that the slaughter began just a few short
weeks before Shavuot in 1096. We can thus understand these piyyutim that glorify the
martyrs as connected specifically to covenantal tropes on Shavuot. The martyrs and their
blood provided a clear, if tragic, demonstration of covenantal continuity, a theme which
had resonance on Shavuot in particular.557 In addition to the very recent and visceral
connection of medieval Jewish communities to the blood symbolism on Shavuot, the
commemorative purpose of Shavuot—the revelation of Law—would also have suggested
the blood covenant that was needed to secure the covenantal contract. Taken together, the
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piyyut and the sacrificial imagery that accompanied it, would have strengthened the
covenantal connections in the Shavuot liturgy and allowed the worshipper to visualize the
Shekhinah.
The medieval worshipper looking at this image in the Laud Mahzor and reciting
the Shavuot liturgy would surely have understand the dual symbolism of the blood bound
up in their covenantal security. The image of Aaron at the sacrificial altar holding blood
in his hand might have resonated with memories of Jewish martyrdom in post-Crusade
Rhineland; the scene of the sacrificial ram surely recalled these contemporary events for
the medieval viewer. This image of sacrifice, in which Moses and the Israelites are (quite
literally) connected by blood is explicitly tied to the present day through the words of
piyyutim recited by congregants. Covenantal continuity was not an abstract concept in
medieval Ashkenaz but had been tragically reaffirmed and resealed by the martyrs’
sacrifice just a few generations ago.
The connection of sacrifice and martyrdom provided medieval Jews with a way
into the image, a way to poignantly visualize themselves in the image. Moreover,
medieval Jews (identified by their distinctive pointed hats) are depicted in the image as
the recipients of the Tablets of Law in the form of the Torah. The juxtaposition of the
medieval Jewish figures and the Israelites underscores the identification: they (the
medieval congregants) are direct descendants of the Israelites, thus positioning both the
reception of the word by the medieval figures and the reception of the blood by their
ancient ancestors, as equally authentic. Picturing themselves in the image secured their
covenantal continuity. The Shavuot liturgy following this image in the mahzor dictates
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that the congregation would have recited the Ten Commandments after viewing this
folio. In this recitation they continued the revelation of the Law through their own
liturgical service—reenacting the event and solidifying it—thus bolstering their
covenantal connections on Shavuot.
Looking at the scene within its immediate context as part of the Shavuot liturgy,
but also situated within the broader historical context of its moment in medieval
Ashkenaz, it is clear that the Laud Mahzor image would have contributed to the
perception of covenantal continuity, doubly heightened during the Shavuot service, and
in this period in particular. The blood of sacrifice depicted in the image would therefore
have been connected to the real presence of God, securing the covenant commemorated
on Shavuot.

Conclusion
As demonstrated in the chapter, the architectural elements and unique
configuration of figures and liturgy depicted in the mahzorim pages for Shavuot, aided
the worshippers in their visualization of the Shekhinah. That visualization would have
taken place in the sacred space of the synagogue, the contemporary sanctuary that
signaled the transfer of the Shekhinah from the Ark of the Covenant housing the Ten
Commandments, to the Holy of Holies in the Temple in Jerusalem, to the Torah itself
housed within the Torah ark in the medieval synagogue. The arches framing the pages,
their form and purpose echoing those of their own Torah arks, would have sparked the
intense concentration needed for visualizing the Shekhinah, unlocking the gates to heaven
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whose imagery they faithfully reproduced. The corresponding liturgical poem Adon
Imnani, when recited on Shavuot in the medieval synagogue, would have activated the
Mount Sinai scene in the mahzorim, (re)enacting the moment of the revelation of the Law
in a contemporary context. The medieval Jewish figures, seeing themselves represented
in the illustrated biblical episode, would have pictured themselves receiving the Ten
Commandments, ensuring the eternal continuity of God’s covenant with the people of
Israel. They would have, moreover, seen the imagery resembling their own sacred spaces
rendered with architectural styles of the age.
The use of the Dresden, Worms, Parma, and Laud Mahzorim in liturgy would
have further activated these latent meanings. The Shavuot page of the mahzor would have
faced the Torah ark with the actual Torah scrolls in the synagogue, the ark that, in turn,
faced Jerusalem to evoke the Ark of the Covenant with the mercy seat and throne of
glory. The medieval congregants would have thus seen themselves not only as witnesses
to the scene but active participants, affirming anew the covenantal contract as they rereceived the Ten Commandments in their Torah ark, and, through Pietist techniques,
visualized God’s real presence, the Shekhinah, as dwelling within their sanctuaries.
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Conclusion
This dissertation has examined iconography related to the Mosaic covenant in
Christian and Jewish contexts. In doing so, it has revealed the Christian and Jewish
perceptions of the biblical event of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law.
By situating the imagery of the Mosaic covenant within internal developments pertinent
to both communities, the project illuminated how the covenantal iconography in the
images of the Mosaic covenant was intricately tied to current concerns and shaped by
matters of the day.
Chapter One, through key case studies from the twelfth through the thirteenth
centuries, revealed how Christian perceptions of Jews and the Mosaic covenant
transcended a simplistic and reductive supersessionist agenda. The objects and
monuments discussed in Chapter One—the basilica of Saint-Denis, the cross base of
Saint-Bertin, the Klosterneuburg altarpiece, Sainte-Chapelle, and finally the Bibles
moralisées—actively engage with different interpretations of the Old and New Testament
relationships, specifically the role of Old Law for Christianity.
Chapter Two departed from Christian interpretations of the Jewish connection to
the Mosaic covenant and instead focused on how Jews viewed their own relationship to
the covenant vis-à-vis biblical history and contemporary practice. The chapter
approached covenantal iconography though an understanding the relationship between
the ancient, lost Temple in Jerusalem—related to the Tabernacle as the initial locus of the
Ark of the Covenant—and the contemporary synagogue in medieval Ashkenaz. The
ancient Temple, moreover, motivated contemporary liturgical life. The Bird’s Head
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Haggadah showcased the heightened messianic beliefs in medieval Ashkenaz, the
imminent hope for the restored Temple. This chapter began to consider how architectural
framing served as a vehicle for articulating covenantal concerns in current contexts,
rooted in the architectural language of the day. In three elaborately decorated
frontispieces in the Duke of Sussex Pentateuch, we saw how the word of God was
intertwined with the sacred spaces of the covenant, namely, the Tabernacle and the
Temple. For Jewish communities in medieval Ashkenaz, God’s word—the Torah—
replaced the Temple sacrifices to become the focal point of the synagogue. Both the
Written and the Oral Law were revealed at Mount Sinai, enshrined by the Shekhinah in
the Tabernacle—eventually in the Temple—and then transferred to the medieval
Ashkenazic sanctuary.
The next part of the chapter discussed two key schools of thought, the Tosafists
and the Hasidei Ashkenaz, with a focus on how their literary output—novel yet divergent
approaches to contemporary religious matters—reflected an ongoing negotiation between
the ancient Written Law and the ever-changing situations of modern communities.
Another folio in the Bird’s Head Haggadah, as well as the Regensburg Pentateuch,
served as the final case studies of the chapter. Through different visual strategies, both
manuscripts illustrated how the Tablets of Law, as they were understood in medieval
Ashkenaz, not only signified the Ten Commandments, but also stood in for the Oral
Torah and the Torah in its entirety. The transformation of the physical Tablets of Law in
these manuscripts underscores how the revelation of Law was a continuous chain
evolving in medieval Ashkenaz.
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The initial chapters together illuminated the shared underpinnings of images of
the Mosaic covenant across both Christian and Jewish communities in the High and Late
Middle Ages. The Hebrew Bible was a key source of interest for both Christians and
Jews in this period. Yet, each community sought to articulate its own relationship to the
Mosaic covenant in the images that it created. The chapters also discussed how the
symbolism and even structural elements of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem provided the
basis for the churches and synagogues as well as the liturgical manuscripts used in both
Christian and Jewish communities of the later Middle Ages.
Chapters Three through Five contextualized the images of Moses and the
Israelites receiving the Tablets of Law within a specifically Jewish context: the
observance of Shavuot, the festival holiday that commemorates the Sinai covenant. This
analysis revealed how pictures of the Mosaic covenant were informed by Jewish customs
in medieval Ashkenaz, especially those centered on the Torah. The Torah, including
Written and Oral Law, was intricately tied to the revelation of the Law, and therefore to
Shavuot as the holiday commemorating this event, as seen in the liturgy and imagery of
the six mahzorim studied in these chapters. Chapter Three underscored how the imagery
of Moses and the Israelites receiving the Law, and the Adon Imnani piyyut played
significant roles within the larger Shavuot liturgy in our mahzorim. The key image and
piyyut under discussion were staged liturgically and ceremonially, evoking a re-enaction,
a re-reception of the Torah in the medieval synagogue during the holiday.
Chapters Three and Four examined different visual strategies used to
contextualize the revelation of the Law within the Shavuot ceremonies, and these images’
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relation to Pietist texts in medieval Ashkenaz. The Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim, seen
in Chapter Four, feature narrative scenes of the revelation of the Law that present the
Sinaitic imagery in contemporary ceremonies. The Tripartite Mahzor staged the
reception of the Tablets of Law scene in a medieval sanctuary, fusing that scene with
contemporary ceremonies centered on the Torah, namely, the raising of the Torah in
hagbah immediately after the public reading. The Leipzig Mahzor juxtaposed an image of
the revelation of the Law with an image of the initiation ritual, a milestone ceremony—
introducing male children to Judaism through Torah learning—that was revived in
medieval Ashkenaz and coincided with Shavuot.
Shifting from the narrative mode of the Tripartite and Leipzig Mahzorim, Chapter
Five examined architectural elements as framing devices for articulating the biblical
event in medieval Ashkenaz through the Dresden, Worms, Laud, and Parma Mahzorim.
The arguments in this chapter focused on how the mahzorim, in representing the Torah
ark and the gateway to the divine, would have aided the worshipper in visualizing the
Shekhinah.
This line of argumentation centered on the Pietist visualization of God’s presence
(via the focus on the Torah) has enriched our understanding of the role of the image, of
the visual, within Jewish prayer contexts, extending beyond images of quotidian life or
narrative scenes focused on rituals to focus on the Torah itself. The dissertation,
moreover, enables a nuanced reading of how visual representation was intricately tied to
the Torah in medieval Ashkenazic Jewish life, especially in the Pietist movement. Further
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examinations could contextualize the mystical Torah—as imaged and as imagined—to
the separate liturgical context of Christian communities in the same period.
This project explored Christian and especially Jewish interpretations of the
revelation of Law—the Mosaic covenant—as a means of understanding how these
communities conceptualized their connection to the covenant. The Song of Songs, also
called the Canticles of Canticles or the Song of Solomon, though not analyzed in this
dissertation, served as another meaningful expression of covenantal connections for both
communities, especially over the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The book
is found within the section of the Hebrew Bible called Writings; it is one of five scrolls
that comprise the section. Song of Songs presents poetic exchanges between two lovers,
amorously describing their pursuit of one another across verdant vineyards and within
fields of blossoming flowers. Various interpretations have been put forth in both
Christian and Jewish contexts. Christian exegesis understands the bride and groom as
representing the relationship between Christ/the Church as the groom and Virgin Mary as
the bride.558 Jewish commentary interprets the relationship in Song of Songs as the
covenant between God/the Torah and Man/Israel.559 In both contexts, marriage is an
allegory for symbolizing the respective relationships.
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There is robust literature on Song of Songs in the Middle Ages. For interpretations of the Song
of Songs specific to this period see: Ann W. Astel, The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1990); and E. Ann Matter, The Voice of My Beloved: The Song of Songs
in Western Medieval Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990). See
also: Rachel Fulton, “Mimetic Devotion, Marian Exegesis, and the Historical Sense of the Song
of Songs,” Viator: Medieval and Renaissance Studies 27 (1996): 85-116.
559
For further discussion in a Jewish context see: Sarit Shalev-Eyni, “Iconography of Love:
Illustrations of Bride and Bridegroom in Ashkenazi Prayerbooks of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Century,” Studies in Iconography 26 (2005): 38. In particular, she cites a specific verse in Song
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This dissertation has laid the groundwork for investigating liturgical text and
imagery from festival prayerbooks within the context of Shavuot and the iconography of
the revelation of the Law. This interpretive framework could also be fruitfully applied to
examining the relationship between marriage and the covenant in medieval Ashkenaz,
which would deepen our understanding of the Jewish perception of their communal
identity in relation to the covenant as expressed in this ceremonial context. In particular,
an examination of the imagery used in festival prayerbooks and Jewish ceremonial
marriage rings, paired with the liturgy of the medieval Ashkenazic Jewish wedding
ceremony, would shed light on the connection between marriage and the covenant.
Mahzorim from the second half of the thirteenth and fourteenth century,
specifically the folio for a Passover piyyut, highlight the extent to which the marriage of
bride and groom was a common visual trope for articulating the covenant between God
and Israel. Written circa 1050 by Benjamin ben Zerah in Germany or Italy and sung on
the Sabbath prior to Passover (called the “Great Shabbat,” Shabbat Hagadol),560 the
liturgical poem “Come with Me, from Lebanon, My bride” was inspired by the following
verse in Song of Songs: “From Lebanon come with me; From Lebanon, my bride, with
me! Trip down from Amana’s peak, From the peak of Senir and Hermon, From the dens

of Songs that highlights these different perceptions of the romantic relationship. The verse states
(3:11): “Go forth, O Daughters of Zion, and behold King Solomon, with the crown with which
his mother crowned him on the day of his wedding….” Jewish interpretation extrapolates the
mother as representing the Torah, and the “day of his wedding” as alluding to constructing the
Tabernacle, at which point Israel became God’s bride. This interpretation links marriage and
covenant. On Christian bridal mysticism, see Jeffrey F. Hamburger, The Rothschild Canticles: Art
and Mysticism in Flanders and the Rhineland circa 1300 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1990).
560
Shalev-Eyni, “Iconography of Love,” 27-28.
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of lions, From the hills of leopards” (4:8). Commentary on this liturgical poem in the
Hebrew prayerbook, the fourteenth-century Zurich Mahzor (Zurich, Zentralbibl.,
Heindenheim 139, fol. 2r.), states explicitly: “The poet [Binyamin ben Zerah] compared
God to a groom and the congregation of Israel to a bride.”561 Through this familiar
metaphor, the erotic language in Song of Songs was understood as evoking the
covenantal bond of God with Israel,562 and marriage as an allegory for picturing this
divine marriage.563
In the Leipzig Mahzor (c. 1320), the same mahzor investigated in this dissertation,
in the folio for the Passover piyyut related to Song of Songs [Fig. 6.1], a Gothic tower
with a crenellated roof, flanked by two towers with Gothic spires, circumscribes and
contains the bride and groom within a fortified dome structure.564 The Hebrew word for
“come with me” (Itti) is written below the couple, forming the foundational level for the
microarchitectural structure or huppah (literal definition: covering) that fully encloses the
bride and groom. The woman wears a crown on her head, and is dressed in an elaborate
mantle, adorned with a circular, prominent brooch. In contrast to the woman’s
ornamented clothing, the man is dressed in a shorter robe; instead of a crown, he wears a
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As noted by Shalev-Eyni in “Iconography of Love,” 49, note 6: “The same interpretation is
noted in the marginal commentary of the Nuremberg Mahzor of 1331 (formerly in Jerusalem,
Schocken Library, MS 24100, fol. 68v) and of the Tripartite Mahzor of ca. 1322 (Budapest, Lib.
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Kaufmann Coll. A384, fol. 103v).”
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Shalev-Eyni, “Iconography of Love,” 27-28.
563
For discussion of this piyyut see Katrin Kogman-Appel, A Mahzor from Worms: Art and
Religion in a Medieval Jewish Community (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012),
especially Chapter Six: “Sod: Mystical Dimensions,” 144-86.
564
For the Leipzig Mahzor, particularly in relation to Christian sources: Kogman-Appel, A
Mahzor from Worms, particularly Chapter Six: “Sod: Mystical Dimensions,” 144-86. This image
appears on the author’s cover and as color image fig. 7.
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pointed “Jewish hat,” a Judenhut, which, as discussed throughout the dissertation, was
required for Jewish men to wear in Ashkenaz.565 This illustration depicts the Jewish
interpretation of the Song of Songs with the bride as Israel/Torah and the groom as
God.566 The red roses that adorn the frame’s four corners allude to the “lily of the valley,”
a metaphor for Israel employed in the rabbinic commentary on Song of Songs.567 This
illustration conveys the covenantal bond between God and Israel, here figured as the
romantic relationship as described in the Song of Songs.
Although the Jewish interpretation differs from the Christian one, the illustrations
for the liturgical poem (piyyut) show the Jewish bride with attributes associated with
Ecclesia. The initial of the Te Igitur in the Cholet Missal (Paris, 1270-80) [Fig. 1.6]
provides an overview of the motifs associated with Ecclesia as the Christianity (New
Covenant) and Synagoga as Judaism (Old Covenant), that are then seen in the prayerbook
illustrations.568 The Cholet Missal shows Ecclesia standing upright with a crown on her
head, holding a cross in one hand and displaying a microarchitectural Gothic sacrament
house with a Eucharistic chalice inside it in the other. In contrast, Synagoga, blindfolded,
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For a discussion on the different representations of the male and female in this image and for
the significance of the female’s crown, see Kogman-Appel, A Mahzor from Worms, 146-47.
566
Joseph Gutmann, “Wedding Customs and Ceremonies in Art,” in Beauty in Holiness: Studies
in Jewish Customs and Ceremonial Art, ed. Joseph Gutmann (New York: Ktav, 1970), 314.
567
Numerous Biblical verses refer to the “lily of the valley,” such as Song of Solomon (2:1,2 and
6:2) and Hosea (14:5).
568
My discussion of the Cholet Missal illumination derives from Sarah M. Guérin, “Meaningful
Spectacles: Gothic Ivories Staging the Divine,” Art Bulletin 95, no. 1 (March 2013): 53-77. For a
full study of the symbolism of Synagoga and Ecclesia, see Nina Rowe, The Jew, the Cathedral,
and the Medieval City: Synagoga and Ecclesia in the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2011). See also: Sara Lipton, “The Temple is my Body: Gender, Carnality, and
Synagoga in the Bible Moralisée,” in Imagining the Self, Imagining the Other: Visual
Representations and Jewish-Christian Dynamics in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Period,
ed. Eva Frojmovic (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2002), 129-63.
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looks downward as her crown falls off her head, holding the Tablets of Law in her hand.
As depicted in this illumination, the New Covenant materializes as a sacrament house
[Fig. 6.2] and triumphs over the Old Covenant, represented by the Tablets of the Law
falling from Synagoga’s hand.569 While this dissertation briefly considered the
iconography of Synagoga and Ecclesia in the context of Saint-Denis in Chapter One, that
iconography, as it relates to interpretations of the Mosaic covenant, can be explored
further, especially in the context of the illustrations of the Song of Songs and especially
the representation of Moses as the beloved of the Torah in the Dresden Mahzor (Chapter
Five).
Jewish ceremonial marriage rings represent another site of interpretation for the
connection between marriage and the covenant in medieval Ashkenaz. Since most
surviving Jewish ceremonial objects come from after the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries in Frankfurt, Germany,570 the nineteenth and twentieth century discovery of
earlier Jewish marriage rings contributes significantly to both visual and historical
records of the medieval Ashkenazic wedding ceremony. Coupled with the text and
images in surviving mahzorim, these marriage rings enrich our knowledge of the
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Guérin, “Meaningful Spectacles,” 62.
For a discussion on the lack of surviving medieval Jewish ceremonial objects from the
medieval period, see Cecil Roth, “Ritual Art,” in Jewish Art: An Illustrated History, ed. Cecil
Roth (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961), 309. On the state of the extant medieval Judaica,
including brief discussion on the Jewish marriage rings, see: Vivian B. Mann, “‘New’ Examples
of Jewish Ceremonial Art from Medieval Ashkenaz,” Artibus et Historiae 9 (1988): 13-24. For
the thriving Jewish ceremonial art in seventeenth-century Frankfurt, see: Vivian B. Mann, “The
Golden Age of Jewish Ceremonial Art in Frankfurt: Metalwork of the Eighteenth Century,” Leo
Baeck Institute Yearbook 31 (1986): 389-403.
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meaning, function, and practice of medieval Ashkenazic customs, both consistent with,
and deviating from earlier Ashkenazic traditions.571
Although discovered in different regions—Erfurt, Colmar, and Weissenfels—the
rings, alongside other treasured possessions such as coins, a variety of ornaments, and
silver tableware, were buried around the time of the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth
century, within close proximity to a synagogue or Jewish quarter.572 The rings differ in
their precise shape, size, and material, but they exhibit several similar elements [Figs. 6.3,
6.4, and 6.5]: the bezels on the rings are fashioned as disproportionately large
microarchitectural structures; the rings are made at least partly in gold, and each ring
contains the words or initials of mazal tov (good luck wishes), inscribed on the roof of the
bezel’s miniature structure.573
Focusing briefly on one of the Jewish marriage rings from Erfurt, a hexagonallyshaped microarchitectural structure forms the ring’s bezel, with six arcades wrapping
around the structure, resembling a circular triforium [Fig. 6.3].574 Gothic arches cap the
arcades with a trefoil gable decoration, which gently pierces the gold material, suggesting
571

The function of the rings in the ceremony is outside the scope of this discussion. Given the
large size of the rings, their precious materials, and ornamented surfaces (it was a custom to have
the ring be unadorned so that it could be easily valued), various interpretations have been
proposed as to the precise function of the ring in the medieval Jewish wedding ceremony.
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The context of the discovery of the hoards is outside the scope of this Conclusion. For the
discovery of the troves, see: Christine Descatoire and Marian Campbell, eds., Treasures of the
Black Death (London: The Wallace Collection, 2009), 15; and Elizabeth M. Tyler, ed., Treasure
in the Medieval West (Rochester: York Medieval Press, 2000), 165-66. For the Erfurt trove, see:
Karin Sczech, “Revitalizing the Jewish Community of Erfurt: A Treasure Trove of Visual
Culture,” Studia Rosenthaliana 45 (2014): 116-25.
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For illustrations of these rings, see the exhibition catalogue: Barbara Drake Boehm and
Melanie Holcomb, eds., Jerusalem, 1000-1400: Every People Under Heaven, exh. cat. (New
York and New Haven: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2016), 14446, nos. 62 a-c.
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For an analysis of the rings’ hexagonal shape, see Boehm and Holcomb, 144-46.
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a lightweight, light-filled structure. A small golden bell floats within the interior, peeking
through the delicately punctured trefoil arches. Crockets in the form of fleurons emerge
sharply from the arches, culminating in finials, shaped as palmettes, which elongate the
structure but also accentuate its soaring height on a microarchitectural scale.575 This
verticality is echoed in the large pinnacle that crowns the structure with a golden finial at
its zenith. Stylized dragon wings flank either side of the ring’s hoop,576 merging the
microarchitectural structure above with the interlocking hands at the ring’s surface; thus,
the wings simultaneously connect both structure and hands [detail: Fig. 6.3a]. The gaping
hole for the bride’s index finger conveys the impression of a structure that is magically
balanced in space without the support of a foundation, existing in a celestial realm, yet
articulated in the earthly Gothic architectural language.577
When contextualized within the Jewish wedding ceremony of medieval
Ashkenaz, the rings, which were an established custom by the thirteenth- and fourteenth-
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For scale in relation to microarchitecture, see Achim Timmerman, “‘Freedom I do reveal to
you’: Scale, Microarchitecture, and the Rise of the Turriform Civic Monument in FourteenthCentury Northern Europe,” Art History 38 (2015): 324-45; Alina Payne, “Materiality, Crafting,
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Similar architectural language can be seen in illuminated manuscripts from Rhineland, for
example, see Thérèse Metzger and Mendel Metzger, Jewish Life in the Middle Ages: Illuminated
Hebrew Manuscripts of the Thirteenth to Sixteenth Centuries (New York: Alpine Fine Arts
Collection, 1982), 5; see especially figs. 73-79.
576
For the symbolism of dragons as they relate to Gothic architecture in synagogues, see the
earlier cited literature: Ilia Rodov, “Dragons: A Symbol of Evil in Synagogue Decoration?” Ars
Judaica 1 (2005): 63-84.
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centuries, illuminate the covenantal symbolism of the ceremony. The particular
arrangement of motifs on the ring symbolizes the duality of both marriage and covenant.
The hidden hand motif, obscured by the bride’s finger, and the visually prominent
superstructure together convey the dual meaning of the ring and huppah: the physical
bond of earthly marriage as well as the spiritual connection between God and Israel.
Perhaps the metaphor of an earthly marriage that signifies a divine marriage rendered the
covenant more accessible and visible to the medieval Ashkenazic Jew; additionally, it
would have functioned to solidify the marriage, according to the “laws of Moses and
Israel.” Depicted in festival prayerbook illustrations, evoked in the ceremonial blessings,
conceptualized in the ring ceremony, and materialized in the microarchitectural rings,
marriage thus became a well-known metaphor in fourteenth-century Ashkenaz for
conceptualizing and visualizing the covenant between God and Israel described in the
Song of Songs.
Certain parallels can be drawn between the architectural framing on the marriage
rings—also seen in the mahzorim for the Song of Songs piyyut for Passover—and the
Adon Imnani piyyut discussed in the dissertation. In the context of the Shavuot imagery,
as argued in the dissertation, the architectural elements represented the Torah ark with the
first word of the poem often inscribed within the structure—that word referring to God’s
presence. On the Jewish marriage rings, the words mazal tov are inscribed within the
micro-architectural element which can be compared to the huppah, used in the marriage
ceremony in medieval Ashkenaz—an allusion to the home of the bride and groom,
especially imagined in Jerusalem. Rings proclaim that the marriage ceremony is blessed
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within the ratification of the covenant. The Torah ark, as we learned in this dissertation,
enshrines God’s presence itself from the Ark of the Covenant and would have shaped the
worshipper’s experience of visualizing the Shekhinah in medieval Ashkenaz. Such case
studies reveal how architecture, seen in metalwork, manuscripts, and in the physical
structures, played a role within the Jewish ceremonies of medieval Ashkenaz, echoing
and reinforcing the symbolism latent in the liturgy and customs of contemporary life.
As discussed briefly above, these unique medieval Jewish marriage rings were
buried—along with other treasured objects—likely in anticipation of the violence of 1348
(the Black Death), which marks the end date of this study. A study of these rings—
forming an epilogue to the dissertation’s concentration on the Mosaic covenant through
illuminated manuscripts—would contribute to our understanding of the rich and vibrant
Jewish ceremonial life in medieval Ashkenaz before the heartbreaking destruction of that
community in 1348.
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Appendix A: Adon Imnani Piyyut
The Lord raised me, He caused me to dwell near Him,
He then gave me over to man, He is Hashem who created me.
When He planned the [world, His] edifice, He consulted me about its needs,
[for I was] the beloved child at His knee, at the beginning of His way.
I approached at His footsteps, I dwelt in His shadow,
my longings were for Him, [even] before His works [of Creation]
He elevated my laws, to benefit my beloved [Israel],
[that they may attain] knowledge that has been hidden,
since the world was created.
My thoughts are to speak, to explain the clarified [Torah]
to expound on the wondrous,
[for this] have I been exalted from the start.
And I was in heaven, and He found favor in my delight,
and He placed me first in haste, [even] before there was an Earth.
I have been crowned with brilliant light, merits have blended into me,
with “this” I have been praised,
for I was created when there were not [yet] the depths.
Computation of time-periods, earth and heaven
He engraved these topics in me, when there were not [yet] any springs.
The suspension of the heavens, the [angelic] minister of fire and water,
I preceded them by two millennia,
[when there was not yet] abundant water.
My precious lessons spewed forth, my pegs were embedded,
and my drapes were hung on [the] four sides [of the world],
when the mountains were not yet established.
I have been categorized into general principles,
and have also been arranged in heaps of specification.
My measure is ever increasing,
[even though] I was created before the hills.
He placed counsel within me,
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[to enable my students be able] to delight in delights,
[when] He had not [yet] made the boundaries
of the Land [of Israel] and other lands.
[On condition] that my commandments be accepted,
[by Israel] the ‘portion’ and ‘measure,’
when the clods of earth were not yet kneaded,
and the first item [man formed] of the dust of the earth.
The beauty of the thirty-two, the pleasantness of the paired paths,
illuminated me at the boundaries [of time],
when He prepared the heavens.
He revealed hidden things to me, He called me His counsel.
‘The support of My grandeur.’ There I was [at the very beginning].
He pondered my advice about the nature of the world—
when He bound it in a sphere, when He encircled [the land with water].
[Before there was man] to disturb the creviced earth,
[and bring on the] visitation of cold and heat,
before He weighed and measured the depths,
[I was already] upon the face of the earth,
[At the time] I peered into the distant future,
[when] my words would bring joy, with my unpressured steps.
At the time He firmed the heavens,
solidly emplaced, not to move.
[He commanded me] to illuminate their blackness,
to gild their coagulation, with strength from above.
[I was there when] the seas’ waters gathered tumultuously,
to crash into the earthen mass,
but He enchained the deep waters with sand,
to contain the fountains of the deep.
[I was there when] He raised the earth for the sea’s level,
[when] He brought forth its luscious fruits;
The water tore loose [to inundate the earth], [but] it receded,
when He placed [the sand] as the boundary of the sea.
When he laid earth’s foundation,
He used the Torah His source of wisdom.
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Before its fullness was set in order, and there was [as yet] no water.
He connected the bases [of heaven and earth],
their fullness was solidified,
His works were strengthened and they trespassed not His word.
In the merit of the faithful of the land,
He found favor with His creation,
In merit of their righteousness may He subdue murderous attacks,
for it was for them that He carved the foundations of the earth.
I was dwelling
in the concealment of His strong palace.
By Him was I unique,
hidden among His treasures.
As a borne nursling,
replete with commandments as [the seeds of] a pomegranate.
And I was prepared [for marriage],
to the descendants of him who peeled
fresh [rods of] poplar, hazel, and chestnut.
[I was] the delight and heritage of God,
prepared as a present in the Wilderness.
The day they arrived at Sinai, heirs to the Torah’s laws,
the day the angelic legion descended in multitudes,
the beloved [Torah] rejoiced upon [hearing the nation’s acceptance] that
resounded like a bell.
They [Israel] stood before Him, as the kingly scholars spread forth that which
whitens the shadowy darkness.
At all times, Moav and Ammon refrained from uprightness.
It [the Torah] made sport and degraded [the Ishmaelites of] Paran and shamed the
Edomites.
Among all of earth’s inhabitants, only those who traveled through the howling
wilderness desired and accepted me.
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My light shined upon His land, and my aroma wafted afar like scented oil.
My beloved [Israel] sanctified Horeb [Sinai],
while Tabor and Hermon moved away.
Let all sanctify and give honor to God,
let those who dwell on high strengthen and increase
[their praises of] His awesomeness,
and let mankind eternally sanctify and exalt His praises.
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Appendix B: Images

[Images have been redacted by the author except for Figs. 3.1-3.6a]
Fig. I-1
Jewish settlements in the Regnum teutonicum around 1200 CE
Map by A. Haverkamp & M. Grün, in Jews in the Medieval Kingdom, ed. Alfred
Haverkamp, trans. Christoph Cluse (Trier: Trier University Library, 2015), online edition
accessed:
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/frontdoor/index/index/docId/671
Fig. I-2
Hanukkah Lamp, 14th century, Germany, copper alloy
Congregation Emanu-El of the City of New York, CEE 45-112
Fig. I-3
Sabbath/Festival Lamp, 14 century, Germany, cast and engraved bronze
New York, The Jewish Museum, JM 200-67
th

Fig. I-4
Aquamanile, late 12 century, Germany, cast and engraved copper alloy
New York, The Jewish Museum, 2013-16
th

Fig. I-5
Aquamanile, late 13th or early 14th century, Germany, brass
Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, 53.25
Fig. I-6
Double Cup, 1325-50, possibly Prague, silver, gilded silver, and enamel
New York, The Cloisters Collection, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1983.125a, b
Fig. I-7
Beakers, first half of 14th century, Nuremberg, silver
Nuremberg, Germanisches Nationalmuseum (discovered at Kutna Hora)
Image found in Barbara Drake Boehm and Jiri Fajt, eds.,
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Prague: the Crown of Bohemia, 1347-1437, exh. cat. (New York and New
Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2005), 209, fig. 74
Fig. I-8
First Leningrad Bible, c. 929, Egypt (?)
Saint Petersburg, National Library of Russia, MS II, 17
Image found in “Hebrew Manuscripts in the National Library of Russia,” online
exhibition, http://expositions.nlr.ru/eng/ex_manus/firkovich/sobr_second.php
Fig. I-9
Rashi’s Commentary on the Bible, 1232-1233, Wuerzburg
Munich, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, MS Hebr. 5/11
Fig. I-10
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 148r
Fig. I-11
Ambrosian Bible, c. 1236, Ulm
Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, MS B 30-32 inf., fol. 135v
Fig. I-12
Ambrosian Bible, c. 1236, Ulm
Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, MS B 30-32 inf., fol. 136r
Fig. I-13
Regensburg Pentateuch, c. 1300, Regensburg, Bavaria
Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/52, fol. 225v
Fig. I-14
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 66r
Fig. I-15
Sarajevo Haggadah, c. 1320-1335, Aragon
Sarajevo, National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Heb. MS 1, fol. 3
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Fig. I-16
Dura Europos Synagogue Frescoes, interior, c. 245
Syria, Damascus National Museum
Image found in the University of Buffalo Libraries Digital Collections,
https://digital.lib.buffalo.edu/items/show/34695
Fig. I-17
Missal, 13 century, Germany
Hanover, Kestner Museum, no. 3985
Image found in Katrin Kogman-Appel, “Jewish Art and Cultural Exchange:
Theoretical Perspectives,” Medieval Encounters 17 (2011): 11, fig. 9
th

Fig. I-18
Worms Mahzor, 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, Heb. 4°781/1, fol. 57r
Fig. I-19
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 164v
Fig. I-20
Bird’s Head Haggadah, c. 1300, Southern Germany
Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/57, fol. 12r
Fig. 1.1
Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
Fig. 1.1a
Detail of Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, Finding of Moses, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
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Fig. 1.1b
Detail of Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, Burning Bush, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
Fig. 1.1c
Detail of Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, Crossing of the Red Sea, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
Fig. 1.1d
Detail of Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, Brazen Serpent, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
Fig. 1.1e
Detail of Life of Moses Stained Glass Window, Tablets of the Law, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Moses/SDenis-MosesWFrame.html
Fig. 1.2
Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144,
Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
University of Pittsburgh, Images of Medieval Art and Architecture,
https://www.medart.pitt.edu/image/France/St-denis/windows/Anagogical/SdenwindAnagog.html
Fig. 1.2a
Detail of Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, Christ between
Synagoga and Ecclesia, 1124-1144, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
Image from Professor Sarah M. Guérin
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Fig. 1.2b
Detail of Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144, Moses Unveiled,
nineteenth century restoration, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.2c
Detail of Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144, The Mystic
Mill, nineteenth century restoration, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.2d
Detail of Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144, The Lion and
the Lamb unseal the Book, nineteenth century restoration, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.2e
Detail of Allegorical/Anagogical Stained Glass Window, 1124-1144,
Quadriga of Aminadab, Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris
Image from Professor Sarah M. Guérin
Fig. 1.3
Base for the Cross of Saint-Bertin, c. 1180, champlevé enamel
Musée de l’Hôtel Sandelin in Saint-Omer
Image found in Sophie Balace and Jean-François Nieus, eds.,
Une Renaissance: l'art entre Flandre et Champagne, 1150-1250
(Paris: Réunion des musées nationaux-Grand Palais, 2013), 115
Fig. 1.4
Nicholas of Verdun, Klosterneuburg Altar, 1181, Austria, champlevé enamel, in situ
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.5
Nicholas of Verdun, Klosterneuburg Altar, 1181, Austria, champlevé enamel, close-up
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.5a
Detail of Nicholas of Verdun, Klosterneuburg Altar,
Moses Receiving the Tables of Law, 1181, Austria, champlevé enamel
Image in the public domain
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Fig. 1.5b
Detail of Nicholas of Verdun, Klosterneuburg Altar, Noah’s Ark,
1181, Austria, champlevé enamel
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.5c
Detail of Nicholas of Verdun, Klosterneuburg Altar,
Descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, 1181, Austria, champlevé enamel
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.6
Initial of the Te igitur from the Cholet Missal, 1270-1280, Paris
Padua, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS D 34 fol. 113r
Image found in Sarah M. Guérin, “Meaningful Spectacles: Gothic
Ivories Staging the Divine,” Art Bulletin 95, no. 1 (March 2013): 61, fig. 9
Fig. 1.7
Polyptych of Floreffe, after 1254, Northern France,
gilded silver and copper, filigree, niello, and precious stones
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.8
Sainte-Chapelle Tribune Screen, Baldachin, and Grande Chasse,
drawing made for Roger de Gaignières
Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS Est. Va 9, fol. 54
Image found in Daniel H. Weiss, “Architectural Symbolism and the
Decoration of the Ste.-Chapelle,” Art Bulletin 77, no. 2 (June 1995): 310, fig. 2
Fig. 1.9
View of Grande Chasse (reconstruction) at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.10
View of Upper Chapel at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
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Fig. 1.11
Detail of stained glass window, Joshua’s appointment as Moses’ successor,
Upper Chapel at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.12
Detail of stained glass window, God speaks to Joshua,
Upper Chapel at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.13
Detail of stained glass window, Joshua carrying the Ark of the Covenant,
Upper Chapel at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.14
Detail of stained glass window, Louis IX carrying the Passion relics to Sens,
Upper Chapel at Sainte-Chapelle, c. 1238-1248, Paris
Image in the public domain
Fig. 1.15
Vienna Latin Bible moralisée, Paris, c. 1208-1218
Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex 1179, fol. 53v
Image found in Katherine H. Tachau, “God’s Compass and Vana Curiositas: Scientific
Study in the Old French Bible Moralisée,” Art Bulletin 80, no. 1 (March 1998): 11, fig. 4
Fig. 1.16
Old French Bible moralisée, Paris, c. 1208-1218
Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex 2254, fol. 31r
Image found in Katherine H. Tachau, “God’s Compass and Vana Curiositas:
Scientific Study in the Old French Bible Moralisée,” Art Bulletin 80, no. 1
(March 1998): 12, fig. 5
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Fig. 2.1
Bird’s Head Haggadah, c. 1300, Southern Germany
Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/57, fols. 46v-47r
Photo by Ardon Bar-Hama
Fig. 2.2
Duke of Sussex Pentateuch, 1300-1342, Southern Germany
London, British Library, MS Add. 15282, fol. 137r (Leviticus)
Fig. 2.3
Duke of Sussex Pentateuch, 1300-1342, Southern Germany
London, British Library, MS Add. 15282, fol. 179v (Numbers)
Fig. 2.4
Duke of Sussex Pentateuch, 1300-1342, Southern Germany
London, British Library, MS Add. 15282, fol. 238r (Deuteronomy)
Fig. 2.5
Bird’s Head Haggadah, c. 1300, Southern Germany
Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/57, fols. 22v-23r
Photo by Ardon Bar-Hama
Fig. 2.6
Regensburg Pentateuch, c. 1300, Regensburg, Bavaria
Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/52, fol. 154v
Photo by Elad Zagman
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Fig. 3.1
Worms Mahzor, 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
From the collection of the National Library of Israel, Jerusalem
MS Heb. 4°781/1, fols. 111r-111v
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Fig. 3.1a
Worms Mahzor, 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
From the collection of the National Library of Israel, Jerusalem
MS Heb. 4°781/1, fol. 111r
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Fig. 3.2
Laud Mahzor, c. 1260, Franconia
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud. Or. 321, fols. 127v-128r
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Fig. 3.2a
Laud Mahzor, c. 1260, Franconia
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud. Or. 321, fol. 127v
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Fig. 3.3
Dresden Mahzor, c. 1290, Southwest Germany (probably Esslingen)
Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek, MS A46a, fols. 202v-203r
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Fig. 3.3a
Dresden Mahzor, c. 1290, Southwest Germany (probably Esslingen)
Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek, MS A46a, fol. 202v
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Fig. 3.4
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, © British Library Board, MS Add. 22413, fols. 3r-3v
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Fig. 3.4a
Detail of Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, © British Library Board, MS Add. 22413, fol. 3r

325

Fig. 3.5
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fols. 130v-131r
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Fig. 3.5a
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 130v
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Fig. 3.5b
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller, 1102/I, fol. 131r
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Fig. 3.6
Parma Mahzor, c. 1250-1300, Western Germany
Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, MS Parm. 2887, fols. 101v-102r
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Fig. 3.6a
Parma Mahzor, c. 1250-1300, Western Germany
Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, MS Parm. 2887, fols. 101v-102r
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Fig. 3.7
Ground plan of Worms Synagogue, 11th century, Southern Germany
Image found in Otto Böcher, Die Alte Synagogue zu Worms (Worms am
Rhein: Verlag Stadtbibliothek Worms, 1960), fig. 79
Fig. 3.8
Worms Mahzor, c. 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, MS Heb. 4°781/1, fol. 1v
Fig. 3.9
Worms Mahzor, c. 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, MS Heb. 4°781/1, fol. 48v
Fig. 3.10
Worms Mahzor, c. 1272, Franconia (likely Wuerzburg)
Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, MS Heb. 4°781/1, fols. 130r-131v
Fig. 3.11
Laud Mahzor, c. 1260, Franconia
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud. Or. 321, fol. 38v
Fig. 3.12
Laud Mahzor, c. 1260, Franconia
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud. Or. 321, fol. 248v
Fig. 3.13
Laud Mahzor, c. 1260, Franconia
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud. Or. 321, fol. 308r
Fig. 3.14
Dresden Mahzor, c. 1290, Southwest Germany (probably Esslingen)
Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek, MS A46a, fol. 82r
Fig. 3.15
Dresden Mahzor, c. 1290, Southwest Germany (probably Esslingen)
Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek, MS A46a, fol. 116r
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Fig. 3.16
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 49r
Fig. 3.17
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 71r
Fig. 3.18
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 85r
Fig. 3.19
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 98r
Fig. 3.20
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 106r
Fig. 3.21
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 131r
Fig. 3.22
Tripartite Mahzor, c. 1322, Lake Constance (Southern Germany)
London, British Library, MS Add. 22413, fol. 148r
Fig. 3.23
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 51v
Fig. 3.24
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 52r
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Fig. 3.25
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 70v
Fig. 3.26
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fols. 72v-73r
Fig. 3.27
Parma Mahzor, c. 1250-1300, Western Germany
Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, MS Parm. 2887, fols. 129v-130r
Fig. 3.28
Parma Mahzor, c. 1250-1300, Western Germany
Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, MS Parm. 2887, fols. 170v-171r
Fig. 4.1
Altneuschul cross-section, c. 1260, Prague
Image found in George K. Loukomski, Jewish Art in European Synagogues: from the
Middle Ages to the Eighteenth Century (London and New York: Hutchinson & Co.,
1947), 45
Fig. 4.2
Tiny Mahzor, c. 1300, Franconia
New York, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary, MS Mic. 8972
Fig. 4.3
Tiny Mahzor, c. 1300, Franconia, illustration for Fourth Commandment
New York, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary, MS Mic. 8972, fol. 119v
Fig. 4.4
Tiny Mahzor, c. 1300, Franconia, illustration for Third Commandment
New York, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary, MS Mic. 8972, fol. 118r
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Fig. 5.1
Dura Europos Synagogue Torah niche, c. 245
Syria, Damascus National Museum
Image in the public domain
Fig. 5.2
Ambrosian Ashkenazic Fragment, 13th century, Germany
Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, MS Fragm. S. P. II. 252
Fig. 5.3
Torah Ark, Altneuschul, 13th century, Prague
Image found in Ilia Rodov, “The Development of Medieval and Renaissance Sculptural
Decoration in Ashkenazi Synagogues from Worms to the Cracow Area,” vol. 3 (PhD
diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2003), 163, fig. 225
Fig. 5.4
Old Synagogue, early 14th century, Sopron, Torah ark
Image found in Maria Stürzebecher, “Disappearance on Display: Vanished Torah Arks in
Medieval Synagogue and their Presentation,” Arts 9, no. 2 (2020): 5
Fig. 5.5
Nuremberg Synagogue, late medieval, Nuremberg, original gable of a Torah ark
Image found in Maria Stürzebecher, “Disappearance on Display: Vanished Torah Arks in
Medieval Synagogue and their Presentation,” Arts 9, no. 2 (2020): 8
Fig. 5.6
Miltenberg Synagogue, 14th century, original gable with 19th century columns
Image found in Maria Stürzebecher, “Disappearance on Display: Vanished Torah Arks in
Medieval Synagogue and their Presentation,” Arts 9, no. 2 (2020): 8
Fig. 5.7
Wroclaw Mahzor, c. 1290, Southwest Germany (probably Esslingen)
Wroclaw, University Library, Cod. Or. I, 1, fols. 89v-90r
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Fig. 5.8
Moskowitz Rhine Mahzor, 1340s, Upper Rhine, Germany
Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, MS Heb. 4 °5214/1, fols. 82v-83r
Fig. 5.9
Worms Synagogue, relief of a dragon on fragment of a stone arch, c. 1355
Image found in Ilia Rodov, “Dragons: A Symbol of Evil in Synagogue
Decoration?” Ars Judaica 1 (2005): 74, fig. 15
Fig. 5.10
Worms Synagogue, relief of a dragon on fragment of a stone arch, c. 1355
Image found in Ilia Rodov, “Dragons: A Symbol of Evil in Synagogue
Decoration?” Ars Judaica 1 (2005): 75, fig. 17
Fig. 5.11
Worms Synagogue, reconstruction of an arch with a dragon
based on detail of the portal from the Worms Mahzor
Image found in Ilia Rodov, “Dragons: A Symbol of Evil in Synagogue
Decoration?” Ars Judaica 1 (2005): 75, fig. 18
Fig. 6.1
Leipzig Mahzor, c. 1310, Worms
Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, MS Voller 1102/I, fol. 64v
Fig. 6.2
Sacrament house, 1250-1300, France, wood, glass, and modern polychromy
Image found in Sarah M. Guérin, “Meaningful Spectacles: Gothic Ivories Staging the
Divine,” Art Bulletin 95, no. 1 (March 2013): 61, fig. 8
Fig. 6.3
Jewish Wedding Ring from the Erfurt treasure, first half of 14th century, Germany, gold
Erfurt, Thüringisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie
Image found in Barbara Drake Boehm and Melanie Holcomb, eds., Jerusalem, 10001400: Every People Under Heaven, exh. cat. (New York and New Haven: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2016), no. 62c
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Fig. 6.3a
Detail of Jewish Wedding Ring, first half of 14th century, Germany, gold
Erfurt, Thüringisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie
Image found in Barbara Drake Boehm and Melanie Holcomb, eds., Jerusalem, 10001400: Every People Under Heaven, exh. cat. (New York and New Haven: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2016), no. 62c
Fig. 6.4
Jewish Wedding Ring, first half of 14th century, Germany, gold with enamel
Paris, Musée national du Moyen Âge
Image found in Barbara Drake Boehm and Melanie Holcomb, eds., Jerusalem,
1000-1400: Every People Under Heaven, exh. cat. (New York and New Haven: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2016), no. 62b
Fig. 6.5
Jewish Wedding Ring, early 14th century, silver
Halle, Staatliche Galerie Moritzburg
Image found in Maria Stürzebecher,“Die Schatzfund aus der Michaelisstrasse in
Erfurt,” in Die mittelalterliche jüdische Kultur in Erfurt, ed. Sven Ostritz (Weimar:
Thüringisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie, 2010), fig. 112
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